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FOR JIM AND SOPHIE 
my beloved 


A WORKER READS HISTORY 
Who built the seven gates of Thebes? 
The books are filled with names of kings. 
Was it the kings who hauled the craggy blocks of stone? 
And Babylon, so many times destroyed. 
Who built the city up each time? In which of Lima’s houses, 
That city glittering with gold, lived those who built it? 
In the evening when the Chinese wall was finished 
Where did the masons go? Imperial Rome 
Is full of arcs of triumph. Who reared them up? Over whom 
Did the Caesars triumph? Byzantium lives in song. 
Were all her dwellings palaces? And even in Atlantis of the legend 
The night the sea rushed in, 
The drowning men still bellowed for their slaves. 


Young Alexander conquered India. 

He alone? 

Caesar beat the Gauls. 

Was there not even a cook in his army? 

Philip of Spain wept as his fleet 

Was sunk and destroyed. Were there no other tears? 
Frederick the Great triumphed in the Seven Years War. Who 
Triumphed with him? 


Each page a victory. 

At whose expense the victory ball? 
Every ten years a great man, 

Who pays the piper? 


So many particulars. 
So many questions. 


—BERTOLT BRECHT 


INTRODUCTION 
IN 1915, as Americans planned a grand world’s fair to celebrate the completion of the Panama Canal, California artist 
Perham Nahl created a lithograph he called The Thirteenth Labor of Hercules. |n Greek mythology Hercules, the brave 
and strong son of Zeus, had to complete twelve arduous labors, including such unimaginable tasks as diverting rivers and 
carrying the earth on his shoulders. With the construction of the canal, Nahl suggested, Hercules—symbolizing the United 
States—had finally and triumphantly completed his thirteenth labor. 
Nahl depicted Hercules thrusting apart a mountain range, his back pushing against one side while his arm forces away the 
far side. His mighty labor allows a gentle stream of water to pass by at his feet. A small boat traverses the distance toward 
a mythic city on a hill. Hercules shows no sweat; his muscles are poised but not straining. He is turned away from us, his 
head lowered as if in benediction. We do not see his face. What we see is his masculine body conquering Mother Earth 
and making possible a great wonder of the world. By connecting the canal construction to Greek mythology, Nahl’s image 
brilliantly invoked the spirit of the canal while honoring the nation that built it and linking it to the greatest ideals of 
Western civilization. America now stood as a Hercules, achieving a godlike task through a bloodless conquest over nature. 
The lithograph of Hercules helped draw people in 1915 to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco, 
where more than eighteen million visitors marveled at the wonders of American industrialism—including many of the 
technologies that helped make the Panama Canal possible. The fair emphasized the links between industrialism and 
America’s emergence as a leading world power. Nothing exemplified those links more clearly than the recently completed 
canal, hailed by observers around the world as a miracle of engineering and industrial technology. The fair, like Nahl’s 
lithograph, celebrated the canal while diminishing the role of the tens of thousands of men and women required to build 
itt 
These are the aspects most of us remember about the canal—it’s a tale enshrined in popular memory and innumerable 
histories and novels. Most narratives begin by pointing out that the dream of a canal was centuries old, but only the 
Americans achieved it. In 1880 the French, under the leadership of Ferdinand de Lesseps (who had previously constructed 
the Suez Canal to great acclaim), began trying to build a canal across the Isthmus of Panama. France’s effort ended in 
failure in 1889 due to mismanagement, devastating disease, financial problems, and engineering mistakes. In 1904 the 
United States took over the job, with the ingenious President Theodore Roosevelt leading the way. Breakthroughs in 
medicine, technology, and science and wise engineering decisions, according to traditional accounts of the project, 
allowed the United States to succeed where France had failed. Engineers who had helped build the transcontinental 
railroad and diverted rivers in the United States applied their experience and determination amid the chaos (and 
debilitating humidity and rain showers) of the Isthmus of Panama. The engineers brilliantly figured out how to dig through 
the Continental Divide, how to dispose of all that dirt, and how to handle the mudslides. Most important of all, they 
decided they must rely on locks to raise and lower the ships, rather than attempting to build the canal at sea level. It was 
built ahead of schedule and under budget, costing only $352 million. The Panama Canal opened to tremendous 
celebration in August 1914, and it marked the emergence of the United States as a world leader at the very moment 
when World War | broke out and split the nations of Europe apart. 
It was a difficult, challenging task—in a word, Herculean—but thanks to a few individuals of genius, it worked. And 
through it all the will and spirit of Americans never wavered. Indeed, central to this common narrative is the notion that 
the canal project demonstrated the superior character of the American people. In 2005 the historian David McCullough, 
author of The Path Between the Seas (1977), a bestselling account of the canal’s history, took a cruise through the canal. 
Afterward he noted, “I think often about why the French failed at Panama and why we succeeded. One of the reasons we 
succeeded is that we were gifted, we were attuned to adaptation, to doing what works, whereas they were trained to do 
everything in a certain way. We have a gift for improvisation.” In this speech as in his book, McCullough, like so many 
Americans, was particularly fascinated by the work of the engineers who built the canal. He described the landslides and 
floods the engineers confronted and the way they succeeded against all the odds. He gave as an example the engineers’ 
ability to make concrete stronger and more durable than anyone expected: “That ingenious contrivance by the American 
engineers is a perfect expression of what engineering ought to be at its best—man’s creations working with nature.” The 
canal, he concluded, is “an extraordinary work of civilization.”2 
The industrial prowess that enabled the canal also earned a place for it in popular memory as an affirmation of American 
national identity. McCullough’s comments provide just one indication of the force these ideas still hold today. Yet this 
emphasis on the canal as above all a feat of engineering has obscured some of the most significant and dramatic 
elements of the construction project. This book tells a different story. It takes as its starting point the perspective of the 
chief engineer George Washington Goethals, who oversaw construction of the canal from 1907 until its completion in 
1914. Years later Goethals reflected on the success of the American project. Despite prevalent ideas about the canal, he 
argued, its construction required no innovations from the standpoint either of engineering or of medicine. The 
engineering challenges were solved by applying “known principles and methods.” Eradicating yellow fever and malaria 
likewise required tactics and rules previously developed in Cuba, India, and Egypt. It was the human rather than the 
technological or scientific dimensions of the project that struck Goethals as most challenging. The size of the workforce 


and the fact that workingmen and -women came so far from home both required efficient forms of government: “a novel 
problem in government was presented by the necessity of ruling and preserving order within the Canal Zone.” Goethals 
would have agreed that the canal was a major engineering achievement, but he took even more pride in his ability to 
govern the vast and unwieldy population of employees and family members. We have long perceived the canal as 
involving conquest over nature, and there’s some truth in that. But it also involved conquest over the tens of thousands 
of men and women in the Canal Zone and in the Republic of Panama. 

Working people journeyed to the Canal Zone from all over the globe: from the United States and Canada, the Caribbean, 
northern and southern Europe, and India. Each group brought different strategies for responding to conditions and 
policies on the isthmus. Workingmen who repaired steam shovels, ran lathes, dug dirt, or drilled dynamite had their own 
dreams and visions, as did workingwomen who washed laundry and cleaned houses. Their ideas often complicated 
officials’ plans. In the Republic of Panama, which provided critical support for the construction effort, everyone from 
politicians to sewer diggers, servants, prostitutes, bartenders, and chauffeurs experienced the transformation of their 
cities as a result of the American occupation and found diverse ways of responding. U.S. government officials—charged 
with building towns across the isthmus to supply employees and families with food, housing, medical care, and 
entertainment—found the chore of constructing the canal large but relatively straightforward. More challenging was the 
task, endlessly discussed and debated by bureaucrats, of determining how best to motivate, manage, and discipline the 
people of the isthmus. This book explores the ways working people interacted with one another and with a U.S. 
government determined to build the canal quickly and efficiently. With a debt to Bertolt Brecht and his questions about 
the seven gates of Thebes, it asks: Who built the Panama Canal and how? And how does looking at the construction 
project from their perspective change our understanding of this moment in history? 

In 1912 an American named John Hall published a book of poems that tried to capture both the idealism of the canal 
project and the challenge it involved as an exercise of power. Hall had been living in the Canal Zone for five years and had 
watched men digging, dynamiting, and commanding steam shovels. In his poem “The Canal Builders,” he tried to capture 
the diversity of the workforce building the canal: “They have come from every nation, / Every breed in all creation.” The 
workers differed, he said, in many ways, in their language and social station, but all were helping to build America’s new 
empire. He declared: “For Empire they toil, / In an alien soil.” In their focus on workers and in designating their labor as 
contributing to the making of America’s empire, Hall’s simple rhymes captured a key element of the canal project. 
Another of Hall’s poems, titled “The Price of Empire,” noted that many men died while working on the canal, but they did 
not die in vain: 


A mighty Nation, by their deeds, 
Stands girthed from sea to sea, 
And high o’er their graves proudly waves 


The Emblem of the Free. 

Like much of American political culture at the time, this lyric mixed idealistic notions of America’s gifts to world civilization 
with pride in its rising stature as a first-class imperial power. 

These dual notions about American power were reflected at the turn of the twentieth century in numerous events. When 
the United States went to war against Spain in 1898 and won a victory within a few months, suddenly acquiring formal 
and informal colonies stretching from Cuba and Puerto Rico in the Caribbean to Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines in the 
Pacific, it seemed to have embarked on a new and more promising role as a world power. The defeat of Spain caused 
much pride and celebration across the United States. Yet the war’s aftermath generated unforeseen conflicts. Exercising 
power in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Hawaii proved daunting. Most sobering of all were the actions taken by 
the people of the Philippines, who immediately went to war against the United States to win their independence. Filipinos 
had not expected that America’s victory against Spain would simply substitute one colonialist power for another, and the 
United States became mired in a seemingly endless war. Where America’s fight against Spain had been justified as a noble 
crusade against a corrupt imperial power that trampled on basic human rights, now America found itself in the position of 
colonialist, fighting to suppress indigenous peoples’ rights. As the war dragged on, tales of cruelty by U.S. soldiers against 
Filipino soldiers and civilians made their way into American newspapers. By the time the war ended in uneasy victory for 
the United States and subjugation of the Filipino people in this country’s first formal colony, many Americans had grown 
disillusioned with empire building. They worried that it violated American ideals, that it was corrupting their nation’s 
democracy, and that it was unjust to the world’s citizens.® 

The early twentieth century, therefore, might not have seemed an auspicious time for a colossal canal-building project. 
And at first America’s project in Panama was beset by controversy. Americans had wanted to build a canal across 
Nicaragua or Panama since the mid-nineteenth century, and as soon as Theodore Roosevelt became president in 1901, he 
began negotiations with Colombia for the right to build a canal across the Isthmus of Panama, then under Colombian 
control. When discussions broke down, Roosevelt opportunistically formed an alliance with a group of Panamanians 
seeking independence from Colombia. In November 1903 he sent warships to the isthmus to support the Panamanians’ 
clandestine independence movement. When Panama achieved independence, Roosevelt immediately negotiated a treaty 


with the new republic that created the Panama Canal Zone and gave the United States complete and perpetual control 
over it as well as extensive rights in the Republic of Panama. The gentleman representing Panama in the negotiations was 
himself not even Panamanian, but a representative of the French company that still owned the rights to the canal—and 
that stood to make a huge profit by selling those rights to the United States.2 

Writing sixty years later, William Appleman Williams declared Roosevelt’s seizing of the isthmus “as brazen a bit of 
imperial land-grabbing as is recorded in modern history,” and his sentiment was shared by many at the time. The editors 
of the New York Times, writing just days after the U.S.-backed coup brought independence to Panama, declared the 
situation a “national disgrace” and added that if Roosevelt now followed by building a canal across the isthmus, the 
United States would “incur the censure of just men and civilized Governments . . . [and] put a stain upon the country’s 
good name by such a policy of dishonorable intrigue and aggression.”® Of course, Roosevelt followed by doing precisely 
that. 

At the project’s outset, the gigantic challenge of building a canal across the isthmus became a symbol of governmental 
inefficiency, corruption, graft, and immorality. Exposés charged the U.S. government with everything from creating a 
quicksand of bureaucratic red tape in the Canal Zone to importing prostitutes for the comfort of canal employees. 
Congressmen kept busy during these years investigating various scandals and accusations and seeking ways to improve 
the U.S. government’s performance on the isthmus. At first, then, the canal project seemed to fit within a larger, 
troubling pattern of America’s weak and ineffective role in world affairs. It might easily have become an example of the 
U.S. government’s fecklessness and ineptitude. Instead, it became an icon of what a strong, progressive federal 
government could accomplish in world affairs. 

How did this happen? The canal construction project married values, ideals, and strategies that many Americans admired 
in their nation to the new challenges involved in managing life and labor in the international setting of the Panama Canal 
Zone. It was not always an easy or comfortable marriage, and much of the story in these pages concerns the tensions 
between the two. Those tensions suggest the need for a double focus, one that looks closely at events in the Panama 
Canal Zone while rethinking the relationship between U.S. domestic and international history. We need to disrupt the 
boundaries between domestic and “off-site” history in order to focus on the connections between them. 

Looking about their country at the dawn of the twentieth century, many Americans observed problems, certainly, but 
overall they felt optimistic. They possessed a deep faith in progress, and it seemed warranted. Their nation was now the 
top-ranking industrial power in the world, its technological and scientific expertise widely envied. While city dwellers saw 
skyscrapers rapidly rising around them and streetcars and subways stretching out to the suburbs, and as millions of 
immigrants arrived yearly to labor in the nation’s factories, new conflicts became apparent. The unchecked power of 
corporations worried some, though others looked to business leaders to solve the pervasive working-class discontent. 
Labor unions, socialists, single-tax advocates, progressives, and African American and immigrant leaders all voiced 
critiques of the status quo. 

Those Americans actively working to eradicate social problems during the early twentieth century tended to coalesce 
around the progressive movement. Progressives combined an optimistic belief in progress and scientific achievement 
with a fervor for greater government intervention to achieve changes in the nation’s political economy. Their movement 
became a terrific force throughout the land as progressive reformers created voluntary organizations (such as settlement 
houses), new strategies of labor management, and corporate welfare policies and fought for new levels of state 
intervention. Bureaucracies emerged to tackle a wide array of perceived problems at the municipal, state, and federal 
levels. Reformers experimented with new approaches to urban planning, municipal government, direct democracy, and 
laws to regulate working and living conditions. 

As numerous historians have pointed out, there was another aspect of the progressive movement that emphasized social 
order and discipline. This strain of progressivism focused on racial segregation, disenfranchisement of African Americans 
and immigrants, new forms of judicial and prison discipline, vagrancy laws, and moral sanitation efforts such as the 
temperance movement. Historians have deemed these dual aspects the social justice and social control wings of the 
progressive movement. Although they might seem contradictory, both influences remained prevalent throughout the era, 
and each strain contributed to give the early-twentieth-century United States its particular shape. 

Each powerfully influenced life and work in the Panama Canal Zone as well. Canal engineers would employ not only the 
latest in technology, like Bucyrus steam shovels, but also new ideas about state intervention, labor management, urban 
planning, judicial and prison discipline, and the modern utility of segregation systems based on race, ethnicity, and 
nationality. Welfare policies borrowed from a triumphant corporate capitalism proved important, as did ideas about 
women’s indispensable role in taming a wilderness. These strategies combined with prevailing ideas regarding civilization 
and citizenship to make the canal construction project a spectacular success. And its success, in turn, reinforced these 
virtues for American and world audiences. To many, the genius of the Panama Canal lay precisely in the fact that it 
seemed unconnected to imperialism; instead, it was seen as a display of America’s domestic strengths in a world setting. 
In its triumph, the Panama Canal articulated American expansionism as a positive, humane, and beneficial activity, one 
equally valuable to world civilization and to American national identity. Emerging as the apparent antithesis of empire, 


the Panama Canal ironically helped make American empire possible. Yet as officials in the Canal Zone confronted the 
diverse cultures of a global workforce as well as disease, a tropical climate, and a rough mountainous terrain, they found 
themselves struggling to revise and adapt their initial ideas and strategies. Officials felt caught between faith that 
benevolent state intervention could create a more pleasant and just civilization and the belief that they must master, 
discipline, and control the population around them. These turned out to be the key approaches in the U.S. program to 
rule over the men and women of the isthmus. 


THUS THE canal project became a signal moment in the building of America’s new empire, and it also became a moment 
wrapped up inextricably with idealism and notions of selfless gifts to civilization. This book originated in my desire to 
uncover the history of America’s empire and its ties with U.S. domestic politics and culture. In 1993 the literary scholar 
Amy Kaplan published an essay on Americans’ peculiar and historic reluctance to perceive their nation as an empire, and 
it initiated an exciting intellectual ferment that gave rise to the “new imperial” school of historical and literary research. 
As Kaplan noted, she was not the first scholar to make this observation. William Appleman Williams had argued in 1955 
that “one of the central themes of American historiography is that there is no American empire.” American national 
identity, according to this view, has historically accepted that the United States is a world power while denying that it 
operates with imperial intentions or consequences. Even as Kaplan’s essay returned scholars to Williams’s original 
argument, historians grew increasingly interested in the historical relationship between the United States and the world. 
Numerous studies have appeared in recent years that explore U.S. empire from different perspectives—for example, in 
the Philippines, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Mexico. The new scholarship on empire, however, has failed to explore 
how the construction of the Panama Canal shaped this crucial period. The Canal Builders addresses this absence as a way 
to contribute to a broader rethinking of America’s “new empire” in the aftermath of 1898.72 

In the early twentieth century the canal construction project resonated not with notions of empire but with civilization, 
progress, humanity, and the proper role of government. Much of the canal’s significance—and perhaps a key explanation 
for why the recent scholarship on empire has neglected it—derived from this. This book explores how the canal became a 
positive symbol of American power, how it helped shape Americans’ perception of their role in the world as something 
bigger and better than empire, and how in this way it helped to justify and make possible America’s empire in the 
decades to come. While some, like the poet John Hall, saw the canal as empire building, for many others, whether 
Theodore Roosevelt or maids and diggers from Barbados or Jamaica, the canal’s potential legacy went beyond empire. At 
its heart the canal project involved the construction of a global infrastructure; the early roots of globalization; the easier 
and faster flow of commerce, labor, and military vessels; and state intervention on an international level. 

More than forty years ago, Walter LaFeber published The New Empire, in which he sought to link the rise of American 
empire to U.S. industrialization: “It was not accidental that Americans built their new empire at the same time their 
industrial complex matured.”44 The New Empire focuses on agricultural and industrial leaders’ demands for more 
markets in the late nineteenth century. Since LaFeber’s book appeared, a vast scholarship has enriched our understanding 
of U.S. industrialization and the political, social, and cultural history that accompanied it. Transnational methodologies 
that focus attention on the flow of people, ideas, and capital—and that transcend the boundaries of the nation- 
state—have more recently given us a fruitful vantage point from which to explore the canal, its construction, and its 
significance for U.S. history. As the scholar Isabel Hofmeyr observed, “The claim of transnational methods is not simply 
that historical processes are made in different places but that they are constructed in the movement between places, 
sites, and regions.”—42 Hofmeyr’s perspective suggests that we consider how the canal project shaped the United States 
economically, militarily, politically, and culturally and how it influenced even debates considered purely “domestic” 
affairs. By acquiring territory around the globe, the United States itself had grown larger and more complex. American 
experiences in territories quite distant from Washington, D.C., would now influence the nation-state’s history. The Canal 
Builders thus integrates fields of scholarship that have traditionally remained separate, bringing the domestic history of 
industrialization, the working class, and state building into dialogue with the history of empire building and transnational 
methodologies.-# 

Scholars have shown that many Americans, despite reluctance to describe their nation as an empire, fervently believed in 
expansionism since the founding of the Republic. Thomas Jefferson, for example, perceived expansion of the nation as 
essential for the continuation and blossoming of freedom. Such ideas inspired territorial acquisitions and wars of 
conquest against indigenous peoples and foreign nations throughout the nineteenth century. By the 1890s the popularity 
of social Darwinism, the belief in a racial hierarchy of the world’s cultures, and the presumed superiority of Western 
civilization had made expansionism seem more desirable than ever. The so-called new empire that blossomed in the 
1890s was hardly new, but rather a matter of pushing expansionism, which had heretofore been focused on the North 


American continent, into the overseas arena. Once the conquest of the American West was complete, Americans could 
begin to apply Manifest Destiny to foreign shores. By defeating Spain in the War of 1898 and engaging in other 
opportunistic moves around the same time, the United States acquired territories that stretched halfway around the 
globe and included control over Puerto Rico, Cuba, Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines. These were heady days for 
politicians like Theodore Roosevelt and Albert Beveridge, who had advocated a strenuous expansionism for years, as they 
watched their nation rapidly attain a new status as a world power.*4 

Yet the new empire generated a lengthy and heated debate. Would expansionism contradict the ideals of the Republic? 
And what form should it take? Even before news and scandals from the Philippine-American War began fully to shape the 
debate, many Americans argued against formal imperialism from a pragmatic and pro-business perspective. In 1899 and 
1900, Secretary of State John Hay issued famous declarations in response to his perception that the European powers 
were being given unequal access to Chinese ports and markets. Hay’s writings, known as the Open Door Notes, 
articulated an alternative to formal imperialism, one that would ultimately come to dominate twentieth-century 
American foreign policy. Hay argued for free and equal access to Chinese markets and announced the desire of the United 
States to safeguard China’s territorial integrity while upholding the rights guaranteed to all nations by international law. 
In this way the United States sketched out a different approach to world power, one based on its spectacular 
industrialization. The American strategy would eschew formal territorial control, annexation, or colonialism in favor of 
economic and commercial relationships and, when necessary, military intervention. This approach paved the way for the 
Panama Canal project, which would in turn transform Americans’ notions of the nation’s proper role in world affairs.*2 

So this is a book about empire, and yet, following the canal’s own strange career, it is also about a project that does not 
fit easily into our notions of imperialism. It is about the ways diverse visions, expectations, hopes, dreams, and realities 
clashed against one another. It is about how a scandalous moment in the history of the United States became 
transformed into one widely seen as profound, idealistic, and triumphant. It is about how the world became larger and 
smaller at the same time. It is about the movement of tens of thousands of people, who left jobs in Mississippi or New 
Jersey, who departed plantations in Barbados or Antigua or rocky fields in Galicia, Spain, to work on the Americans’ canal. 
It is about the creation of a global infrastructure that enhanced the flow of commerce and military personnel in order to 
assert U.S. economic, military, and diplomatic power. It is about struggles over the meaning and significance of the 
construction project, how it was received and how it transformed American history at home and in the world. It is, 
ultimately, a story about fortune and misfortune, about the making of America’s empire in all its idealism, enthusiasm, 
and tragedy. 


PROLOGUE 

PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT’S STEAM SHOVEL 
IN THE AUTUMN of 1906, President Theodore Roosevelt and his wife boarded the battleship USS Louisiana for a trip to 
the Panama Canal Zone. The president wanted to inspect the construction sites of the canal, a project he would forever 
consider his greatest achievement. Never before had a president of the United States left the country while in office. 
During the six days they spent on the ship, Roosevelt, rather bored, read Milton, tagged along as officers inspected the 
ship, or, as he wrote in letters to his children, sat and envisioned the history of the region he was passing through—and 
his place in that history. As the battleship and its accompanying warships passed by Cuba and Haiti, “two great, beautiful, 
venomous islands,” as Roosevelt described them, his thoughts turned to Columbus, Spanish explorers, buccaneers and 
pirates, the rise of the slave trade, and “the turning of Hayti into a land of savage negroes, who have reverted to 
voodooism and cannibalism.” Roosevelt believed by contrast that Cuba and Puerto Rico, thanks to the wise leadership of 
the United States, were making steady steps toward progress. He found it fascinating to compare his current journey with 
the trip he took eight years earlier to Santiago, Cuba, amid a fleet of warships, to fight in the Spanish-American War: “It 
seems a Strange thing to think of my now being President, going to visit the work of the Panama Canal, which | have made 
possible.”+ 
How much had changed in eight years, and how impressed the president felt at all he and his nation had achieved: “It is a 
beautiful sight, these three great warships standing southward in close column, and almost as beautiful at night when we 
see not only the lights but the loom through the darkness of the ships astern.” He proudly described the Navy officers and 
crew: “The men are such splendid-looking fellows, Americans of the best type, young, active, vigorous, with lots of 
intelligence.” The names given to the guns of the battleship also charmed Roosevelt: among them, Invincible, 
Peacemaker, Tedd, and The Big Stick.2 
His wife, Edith, “pretty and dainty in white summer clothes,” enjoyed the days at sea. Roosevelt himself could barely wait 
to hit the shores of Panama. He paced impatiently, and to pass the time, he retreated into more dreams of history. He 
saw centuries of “wild and bloody romance” as Vasco Nufiez de Balboa crossed the isthmus, Spaniards conquered the 
indigenous peoples, and lonely tradespeople carried gold and silver across the isthmus to waiting ships. He imagined the 
wars of rebellion against Spanish domination and then the heroic Panamanians, aided by their friends in the United 
States, winning their independence from Colombia. In his mind’s eye Roosevelt saw the building of the Panama Railroad 
with its “appalling loss of life,” and finally the efforts of the French canal company, doomed to failure because of 
inefficiency and greed.2 
At long last Roosevelt saw on the horizon the shore. He shook himself out of his reverie and waited eagerly as the 
mountains and jungles of Panama inched closer. When the ship docked, the president wanted to begin his explorations 
right away, though a ferocious storm hit during his first two days in the Zone and the Chagres River swelled higher than it 
had in years. Nonetheless, Roosevelt was elated. He toured the newly built villages of the Canal Zone, now knee-deep in 
water; observed the rivers flooding through the jungle; examined the machine shops, cafeterias, and dormitories; and 
spent a day in the awesome waste of Culebra Cut, where thousands of workers struggled to dig through the Continental 
Divide. 
Nothing seems to have impressed Roosevelt more than the ninety-five-ton Bucyrus steam shovels. He watched as the 
gigantic machines dug into the mountainside, shaking as they pulled out to dump tremendous piles of rock and dirt into 
waiting train cars: “With intense energy men and machines do their task, the white men supervising matters and handling 
the machines, while the tens of thousands of black men do the rough manual labor where it is not worth while to have 
machines do it. It is an epic feat, and one of immense significance.”* 
Roosevelt could not resist the temptation to master one of the monstrous machines. He hoisted himself into the cab and 
posed for all the world to see, in triumph, as a steam-shovel driver and engineer. In that famous photograph, the 
president appears completely in control, efficiently and single-handedly directing the work himself. The machine and the 
president dominate the picture, working together to destroy a mountain. Absent from the picture are the thousands of 
workingmen who actually dug the canal.2 
The photograph represented to the world the values U.S. officials sought to associate with the canal project: American 
efficiency, technological superiority, conquest over nature, and leadership. Roosevelt’s journey to the isthmus, and his 
fleeting moment aboard the steam shovel, would prove a milestone in the history of the canal—and a turning point in the 
effort to construct a triumphalist narrative of America’s role in the world. It could not have come at a better moment, for 
the canal project had become associated with scandal, corruption, and ineptitude in most Americans’ minds. Perhaps only 
Roosevelt could have turned the situation around, for he brilliantly combined the great themes of the early twentieth 
century: progressivism, optimism, masculinity, and a vivacious belief that America was destined to play a leadership role 
in world affairs. 
To Roosevelt, expansionism was a virtuous and necessary course for any great nation. National virtue and duty demanded 
that the United States play a vigorous role in the world. Roosevelt grew up in a wealthy New York family, a young man 
who adored his father but who was aware of the great disappointment of his father’s life—that he had not fought in the 


Civil War. Roosevelt’s struggle against physical frailty, especially asthma, and his campaign to transform himself into a 
robust and physically active young man have been noted by many historians. A Victorian code of manliness was part of 
the culture in which Roosevelt grew up, and a projection of masculinity was essential to his success as a man and as a 
politician.® 

As a college student, young Theodore had already demonstrated an intense interest in sea power and the fate of the 
nation. He majored in history and wrote his senior thesis on the naval war of 1812. In the next decade and a half, as he 
entered politics, he began advocating an aggressive policy of expansionism. By the 1890s, when Roosevelt secured a 
series of government positions, a persuasive group of men had joined him in arguing that the United States must build up 
its military and acquire new territory in order to become a great and influential nation in the twentieth century. These 
included Alfred T. Mahan, whose Influence of Sea Power upon History reinforced Roosevelt’s arguments that a strong 
navy was essential for any nation aspiring to greatness, and Henry Cabot Lodge, Roosevelt’s mentor and friend.2 

When making his case for an expansionist policy in these years, Roosevelt relied on a vocabulary quite different from that 
used by the anti-imperialists—the men and women who opposed empire on constitutional, economic, moral, and racial 
grounds.2 Roosevelt eschewed the term “empire” in describing the United States. Instead, he talked about national 
greatness and the virtues and responsibilities of the Anglo-Saxon race. Speaking before the Naval War College in 1897, 
just weeks after having won appointment as assistant secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt argued that preparing for war 
would be the best way to ensure peace. America had never manifested a warlike spirit, so no one should worry that a 
strong military would lead to war. To the contrary, he claimed, “an unmanly desire to avoid a quarrel is often the surest 
way to precipitate one; and utter unreadiness to fight is even surer.”2 Expansionists like Roosevelt observed the drive 
toward empire being made by European powers and vowed that the United States must stand up, demonstrate its 
greatness, and keep the Old World out of the Western Hemisphere. Roosevelt fervently believed that the United States 
should not let Europeans dominate and carve up the Americas as they had Africa. 

Even as Roosevelt addressed these naval students, the nation was watching events in Cuba with greater urgency. While 
William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer galvanized Americans’ humanitarian concern for the plight of Cuban citizens 
with sensational tales of Spanish concentration camps on the island, the true expansionists, people like Roosevelt and 
Lodge, focused more on the opportunity Cuba’s war afforded for realizing their expansionist dreams. Although President 
William McKinley shared their desire to see his nation play a more assertive role in the world, he initially hesitated to fight 
Spain. When the USS Maine exploded in Havana harbor in February 1898, he at last obliged them. Roosevelt’s famous 
Rough Riders volunteer regiment—made up of cowboys, Indian fighters, and Ivy League athletes—his mythic charge up 
San Juan Hill, and his own remarkable skills at self-promotion made him a media darling and paved his way to political 
stardom. His vigorous posturing and military record helped him win the coveted vice presidential nomination in 1900. 
Then, in the autumn of 1901, President McKinley’s assassination at the hands of an anarchist catapulted Roosevelt to the 
presidency. 

At the young age of forty-three Roosevelt had achieved a major goal—even he may have been impressed by his 
precociousness. Meanwhile, the United States had easily bested the Spanish Empire in the War of 1898, thereby acquiring 
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines, as well as decisive control over Cuba. For years American plantation owners in 
Hawaii had been demanding that their nation annex the islands, and in 1898 McKinley finally agreed and added Hawaii to 
the list of new U.S. possessions. Now it remained to build up and manage this empire, consolidate American citizens’ 
support for expansionism, and turn the United States at last into a great world power. 


ROOSEVELT FREQUENTLY demonstrated his concern for such matters in his speeches in these years. His believed the 
United States must take its place among the world’s great powers. It was the only possible course for a strong and virile 
race. “If we refrain from doing our part of the world’s work, it will not alter the fact that work has got to be done, only it 
will have to be done by some stronger race, because we will have shown ourselves weaklings. | do not speak merely from 
the standpoint of American interests, but from the standpoint of civilization and humanity.”22 No one, he stressed, would 
advocate that the nation enter rashly into international relationships or acquire a colonial empire. Yet neither could 
Americans neglect their international duties, even if those duties required strenuous effort. America must act to make the 
world a better place. 

This broad context helped revive for Roosevelt and like-minded expansionists the old dream of an Isthmian canal. A canal 
would demonstrate to Americans and to the world the beneficent potential of American power. A canal would shift 
attention away from America’s suppression of Filipino hopes for independence and focus it instead on a seemingly more 
innocent conquest over nature. A canal would allow Roosevelt to enhance the nation’s new identity as a world power 
while consolidating U.S. might throughout the Caribbean and Central America. A canal would tie images of a triumphant 


nation-state to notions of engineering prowess and industrial and economic superiority. 

And what could be better than a construction project that would slice the continents in two, creating a spectacular 
waterway that would make military and commercial movements alike cheaper and more efficient? Sea power was 
integral to Roosevelt’s visions of America’s future. The War of 1898 won for the United States an empire that stretched 
halfway around the world, but it simultaneously demonstrated the weakness of the U.S. Navy and the need for a canal. 
All eyes were on the USS Oregon as it made the nearly fifteen-thousand-mile journey from Seattle to Florida, forced to 
go around Cape Horn in order to join the forces in Cuba. It took the battleship more than two months to arrive, a 
perilously slow transit during a time of war. An Isthmian canal would cut the distance a ship needed to traverse by more 
than eight thousand miles and consequently place the United States in a bigger league in terms of sea power as well as 
commercial might. 

Roosevelt decided the canal should be built across the Isthmus of Panama rather than in Nicaragua. The United States 
had already been involved in building the railroad across Panama in the 1850s, and in the 1880s the French effort to 
construct a canal there had made some headway before failing altogether. The United States could benefit from France’s 
work if it chose Panama as the construction site. U.S. diplomats urged Colombia to accept a treaty that would effectively 
eliminate its sovereignty over the isthmus, granting to the United States complete control over the Canal Zone. 
Roosevelt’s administration offered what seemed to the Colombian government only a paltry sum of money in return. 
When Colombia expressed dismay over the deal, the U.S. secretary of state, John Hay, resorted to threats, warning that if 
the Colombian senate rejected the treaty, “action might be taken by the Congress next winter which every friend of 
Colombia would regret.” Perhaps unable to grasp the determination of U.S. officials to have their canal—and assert their 
hegemony over the region—at any cost, the Colombian senate rejected the offer.+4 

Outraged, Roosevelt argued Colombia must not be allowed to “bar one of the future highways of civilization.” He and his 
advisers seriously considered taking the isthmus by military force. But they knew Colombia would resist and the war that 
ensued would doubtlessly be attacked at home as imperialistic. With a political election coming up, Roosevelt did not 
want a major war on his hands. Thus he sought another way to acquire rights to build the canal. This led him to engage 
with the independence movement that had existed in Panama for some years.*4 

Roosevelt had little motivation to take the independence movement seriously until Colombia rejected the deal he 
offered. Then the insurgents suddenly appeared as a surrogate way to acquire control over the isthmus. When leading 
representatives of the New Panama Canal Company became involved as well, especially the Frenchman Philippe Bunau- 
Varilla, Roosevelt began to trust that the movement for independence could succeed. Without declaring any explicit 
intentions, he signaled to Bunau-Varilla that the United States would support a coup attempt and ordered four 
battleships to Panama. The coup took place in the evening of November 3, 1903. Colombians fled Panama City on 
November 4, and on November 6 the United States gave its recognition to the new Republic of Panama. That morning, a 
member of the U.S. Army raised the flag of Panama over the city of Colén.*2 

All that was left to do was to negotiate terms with the new Republic of Panama. Its government appointed Bunau-Varilla 
as diplomat in charge of negotiations with Secretary of State Hay. The Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty of 1903 gave astonishing 
rights to the United States while it virtually eliminated any sovereignty the Republic of Panama might have possessed. 
Bunau-Varilla’s New Panama Canal Company made $40 million from the sale of the rights and equipment to the United 
States. Nervous after the horse had left the stable about what Bunau-Varilla was negotiating, Panamanian Manuel 
Amador Guerrero (who, months later, would become Panama’s first president) rushed to Washington, D.C., but the treaty 
had already been signed when he arrived. His horror over the rights Bunau-Varilla had given away was plainly visible. 
The U.S. Senate fiercely debated the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, with opponents arguing that it was the child of 
conspiratorial machinations by Roosevelt and Bunau-Varilla and that it violated Colombian sovereignty. In the end, 
however, the Senate ratified the treaty by a strong majority.*® 

The United States had won not only a monopoly over construction of the canal but also complete and perpetual control 
(as “if it were sovereign”) over the Canal Zone, a ten-mile-wide territory that stretched across the isthmus, effectively 
splitting the Republic of Panama in two, and the right to purchase or otherwise control any land or buildings in the cities 
of Panama and Col6n deemed necessary for constructing the canal or for sanitation work; and in the notorious Article 7 of 
the treaty, the United States gained the right to intervene in the cities of Panama and adjacent territory to maintain or 
restore public order “in case the Republic of Panama should not be, in the judgment of the United States, able to 
maintain such order.” In return the United States agreed to guarantee the independence of the Republic of Panama and 
to pay the republic $10 million plus an annual sum of $250,000.42 Roosevelt finally had control over the isthmus he 
coveted and could build a waterway to provide quick transit between the oceans, give the United States ready access to 
its new empire in Hawaii and the Philippines, and provide the rationale for a strenuous policing effort and military 
intervention by the United States throughout the Caribbean. 

But what of the Republic of Panama? Its citizens were not a wealthy people, and they were ruled by a small oligarchy of 
merchants, landowners, bankers, and businessmen. Even as these groups took their young nation into a Faustian bargain 
with the United States, they hoped their independence and their friendship with the United States would provide a ticket 


to wealth, power, and respect in the eyes of the world. But the U.S. occupation of the Canal Zone and the construction 
project instead generated tremendous strains on all Panamanians economically and culturally, regardless of their 
ethnicity, race, or class status. Living in a small and scarcely populated province of Colombia, the people of the isthmus 
had historically felt ignored and disrespected by Colombian leaders. The merchants and businessmen who dominated the 
region feared and disliked the working masses around them and sought to isolate themselves from any demands urban 
workers might make. Caught between the disdain of Colombian leaders and the working-class people they themselves 
disdained, Panama’s leaders had for nearly a century sought the protection of a strong foreign power. Over the course of 
the nineteenth century they looked to Great Britain, France, and the United States for support.“ 

These men also felt anxious to make use of whatever advantages they could to propel forward the economic fortunes of 
the isthmus—as well as their own political and economic fates, naturally seeing the two as virtually indistinguishable. 
Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, this required exploiting their remarkable geography. Panama 
had little coffee or sugar to sell, but, poised on a narrow strip of land between two great oceans, it had served as a 
crossing point for explorers and conquerors for hundreds of years. In the mid-nineteenth century, Panamanian elites 
negotiated construction of a railroad with American contractors, and later they hoped to benefit from the French project 
to construct a canal. Each of these projects generated destabilizing social and economic change, leading Panama’s 
merchants and businessmen to worry about their security and future. Nonetheless, they remained convinced that alliance 
with a powerful foreign nation would provide the best route to prosperity and political might. More than that, the 
historian Peter Szok has demonstrated, this small group of elites shared, like so many across Latin America, a deep belief 
in liberalism: the idea that progress and civilization must be brought to the isthmus. They hoped to achieve this through a 
relationship with a power like France or the United States—a nation that could help them profit from their unrivaled 
location—and by luring foreign investment and creating a Western-style government in the region. This would not only 
bring civilization to the isthmus but also help insulate elites from the demands and protests of lower-class Panamanians, 
most of them people of African or mestizo descent. Economically vulnerable but demographically dominant, the lower 
classes of Panama had long seemed a threat to the Panamanian upper class, with its European background, and so the 
latter had developed notions of liberalism and nationalism that carefully excluded all other social groups.2® 

And yet there was always a sharp edge to the alliance between the merchants of Panama and the Americans. The 
Frenchman Bunau-Varilla, representing Panama in the negotiations with the United States, reportedly threatened the 
young nation’s leaders that if he did not play the central role, the United States might refuse to support independence. 
Although their alliance guaranteed Panama’s independence, the relationship was fundamentally unequal. As time went 
on, the canal construction project and U.S. policies together generated a major social transformation of Panama, 
heightening divisions within the country, and the rift in the friendship grew ever larger. 

The early days of Panamanian independence proved difficult. A constitution was passed that included a clause granting 
the United States the right to intervene anywhere in the republic to restore public peace, and established an interim 
revolutionary government to rule until February 1904, when the National Assembly elected the elderly conservative 
Manuel Amador Guerrero as the nation’s first president. Amador hung a photograph of President Theodore Roosevelt on 
the wall behind his desk and got to work. Many controversies arising out of Panama’s revolution required handling: 
Colombia remained problematic; relations with the United States generated difficult issues; and, perhaps most important, 
Amador needed to isolate those within his country who might cause problems, including liberals and nationalists who 
criticized the Hay- Bunau-Varilla Treaty as granting too much to the United States, and the lower and middle classes who 
were angry over their exclusion from so much of Panama’s public and political life.+2 


BACK IN the United States, Roosevelt received criticism for the way he had acquired the Canal Zone. The New York Times 
referred to the Zone as “stolen property” and declared that Roosevelt’s partners in the crime were “a group of canal 
promoters and speculators and lobbyists who came into their money through the rebellion we encouraged, made safe, 
and effectuated.” The anti-imperialist Moorfield Storey declared Roosevelt’s seizing of the canal to be morally and legally 
objectionable: “It teaches the weaker republics of this hemisphere to distrust and fear us... . It sets an unhappy example 
of lawlessness to our citizens [and] . . . it lowers the moral standard of our whole people.”22 Stung by the criticism, 
Roosevelt released documents and developed arguments to defend his actions. His main justification will sound familiar 
today, in an age of acknowledged globalization: the interests of world trade transcended international law. The needs of 
civilization itself were at stake, and this trumped any mere sovereignty of Colombia. “If ever a Government could be said 
to have received a mandate from civilization to effect an object the accomplishment of which was demanded in the 
interest of mankind, the United States holds that position with regard to the interoceanic canal,” Roosevelt declared.2* 

Yet despite condemnation from the press and from some anti-imperialists, Roosevelt’s taking of the Canal Zone 


generated few widespread protests. The Anti-Imperialist League tried but failed to generate a campaign opposed to the 
canal. At the annual convention of the American Federation of Labor, the longtime activist Andrew Furuseth introduced a 
measure criticizing the government for violating Colombia’s sovereignty. The AFL instead passed a resolution hailing the 
construction of an Isthmian canal as “the most important public work ever assumed by this or any other nation.” 
Roosevelt’s shift away from formal colonialism had made it easier for AFL leaders to support his actions, and the canal’s 
importance as a public works project made it seem necessary to them.22 Traditional opponents of empire among both 
the working class and the middle class seemed to be losing their fire. Disturbed by the lack of opposition to the U.S. role 
in Panama, the philosopher and anti-imperialist William James noted in a letter to a friend: “The organization of slick 
success in our age is only equalled by the organization of political acquiescence. Between them we shall live in a new form 
of society.”23 

As expansionists like Roosevelt hungrily looked to begin the construction project, serious questions awaited them. There 
was a great deal of contemplation across the United States in the early twentieth century about what it meant to be an 
imperial power, what it should look like, and how to tackle the challenges involved in empire building generally and in 
constructing the canal more specifically. The United States had to succeed, and succeed marvelously, if it was to exploit 
the construction effort for maximum effect. The French effort to build a canal across the isthmus from 1880 to 1889 had 
failed spectacularly due to persistent disease, inadequate technology, insufficient funds, high labor turnover, and, most 
damaging of all, unfortunate engineering decisions. It cost the lives of at least twenty thousand people. In the aftermath, 
Ferdinand de Lesseps, the hero of France who had supervised the building of the Suez Canal and who had been expected 
to triumph in Panama as well, was tried and convicted of fraud and breach of trust.24 Having dishonored France, de 
Lesseps was surely on American officials’ minds as they plotted their own success. They understood that the French 
failure gave them an opportunity to showcase the promise and talents of young America. The project would be a gigantic 
one, requiring the labor and energy of tens of thousands. It would necessitate creating an entire society in the Canal 
Zone, housing the workers, keeping them healthy, protecting them, disciplining them, and managing their work. How 
might all this be done? 

A rush of books and articles appeared in these years, introducing readers to America’s new possessions, questioning their 
potential impact on the Republic, and analyzing some of the challenges and quandaries they presented. Authors devoted 
endless pages simply to describing the new U.S. territories, from Puerto Rico to Panama, from Guam to Hawaii. For some, 
clarifying the relationship between the United States and Panama proved a preoccupation. In the anthology America 
Across the Seas: Our Colonial Empire, John Wallace wrote that “while it would hardly be proper to style the Republic of 
Panama one of the colonial possessions of the United States,” the United States does have complete control over the 
strip of land known as the Canal Zone. Another book referred to the Panama Canal Zone as “our most important colony.” 
Some writers celebrated the canal project in ways that must have pleased Roosevelt. William Boyce proclaimed in his 
book United States Colonies and Dependencies: The Travels and Investigations of a Chicago Publisher, “The Panama 
Canal is the greatest industrial undertaking ever attempted and successfully carried to completion by any nation of the 
world, and we should all feel proud of our country, and that we are citizens of the United States of North America.”22 

Yet many others voiced concerns. The English writer Benjamin Kidd had forcefully raised the problems inherent in tropical 
conquest in his 1898 book The Control of the Tropics, which declared that the white man could never adapt to tropical 
climates or to the peoples who lived there. Kidd wrote that “in the midst of races in a different and lower stage of 
development; divorced from the influences which have produced him, from the moral and political environment from 
which he sprang, the white man does not in the end .. . tend so much to raise the level of the races amongst whom he 
has made his unnatural home, as he tends himself to sink slowly to the level around him.” In an article in the Atlantic 
Monthly that closely followed upon publication of his book, Kidd specifically addressed these questions with regard to 
the United States. He anticipated that it was the destiny of the United States to be the “leading world-power of the next 
century” and noted that this could not be accomplished without a major commitment to world trade. Kidd took the 
expansionism of the United States as a given, but he repeated that the white man “can never be acclimatized in the 
tropics.” Rather, the “natural inhabitants” must continue to people those regions, and the United States must be sure to 
govern them “as a trust for civilization.” As Kidd’s comments suggest, the “tropics” loomed as a great source of anxiety to 
many in the early twentieth century. Tropical climates were particularly associated with the absence of civilization—and 
hence with the same threat of degeneration people had observed in the Philippines.2© 

James Morton Callahan, author of An Introduction to American Expansion Policy, \ikewise commented on the fears that 
colonization of the tropics would bring trouble, especially race problems, and that the people of the tropics could not 
possibly be governed by democratic means. People worry, he noted, that “some system of forced or indentured labor will 
be necessary to develop large industries” and that this will threaten the American Republic. Yet Callahan sided with those 
more optimistic observers who “are telling us that the trade of the tropics will be the largest factor in the era upon which 
we are entering; that the trend of modern history seems to be toward colonization and protectorates for less civilized 
peoples; and that it will be futile for any first class power to fold its hands and stand aloof from regions which, although 
they cannot perhaps be colonized by whites, must be governed by a base in the temperate zones—by the United States 


and other nations whose duty it is to undertake the work in the interest of all as a trust for civilization.” Expansionists, he 
noted, merely laugh at the anti-imperialists, and he described the latter as “shrieking at the self-conjured ghost of 
imperialism, as if empire could grow on freedom’s soil.” To the contrary, he urged, civilization must “reach out in 
helpfulness to lift the less enlightened to liberty’s plane, to search for fresh resources, to transform seas into paths for 
ships, and yoke nature to serve man.”22_ Thus did Callahan state the expansionists’ cheerful vision of American 
imperialism. 

Through such books and articles Americans who never laid foot on the Isthmus of Panama would become acquainted 
with its geography. Bounded on the Atlantic (Caribbean) side by the city of Colén and on the Pacific shore by Panama City, 
the Republic of Panama possessed a climate shaped powerfully by the proximity of the ocean. Three and a half million 
years earlier the oceans had met there and sharks had swum freely through the water. The oceans’ impact could still be 
felt in tremendous downpours of rain, particularly in the wet season, which lasted from May to December and, when 
combined with high temperatures and humidity, made life across the isthmus a challenge. During one of the downpours 
that came daily during the wet months, an inch or two of rain could fall within minutes, flooding streets, complicating the 
construction process, and making almost unbearable the workers’ time on the job. James Anthony Froude had described 
Panama in 1885 as “a hideous dung heap of physical and moral abomination . . . a damp, tropical jungle, intensely hot, 
swarming with mosquitoes, snakes, alligators, scorpions, and centipedes; the home, even as Nature made it, of yellow 
fever, typhus, and dysentery and now made immeasurably more deadly by the multitudes of people who crowd 
thither.”22 

The memoirs of those who traveled to the isthmus during the French and early American eras repeat such horrifying 
images over and over again. Marie Gorgas, the wife of the sanitation director, William Gorgas, and one of the first to 
arrive in Panama, recalled, “Nature herself seemed to have set aside the Isthmus as the headquarters of the worst 
manifestations of the human spirit. The whole forty-mile stretch was one sweltering miasma of death and disease.” She 
saw on the isthmus “an apparently hopeless tangle of tropical vegetation, swamps whose bottoms the engineers had not 
discovered, black muddy soil, quicksands, intercepted now and then by a tall volcanic mountain or crossed by rivers that, 
at flood tide, sometimes rose twenty feet and more in a single night.” The floods regularly “obliterated the 
landscape.”Altogether it impressed her as a land of “dank terror.”22 As Americans prepared to head for the isthmus, 
conquer the tropics, and build a new civilization, they knew the task would be formidable. 


MEANWHILE, MEN and women around the world heard of the Yankees’ project and began to think of making their own 
trip. Their journeys and experiences in the Canal Zone were different—but no less important, and no less rich in 
meaning—from those of Theodore Roosevelt. U.S. government officials had established offices in the Caribbean and in 
Europe to begin recruiting labor for the construction project, and their labor agents fanned out around the globe looking 
for able-bodied men. The islands of the Caribbean emerged as their main target, with Barbados feeling the impact most 
intensively. Sugarcane plantations of a few hundred acres each dominated Barbados and were worked by a rural 
proletariat of African descent. The typical plantation manager had moved to Barbados from Britain and knew his workers 
by name—these were not the distant corporate owners that dominated many Caribbean islands. The Barbadians who 
harvested and processed the cane, or who worked as blacksmiths or wheelwrights, were for the most part impoverished. 
Many owned no shoes. Estate workers who sought better-paying work elsewhere often faced prosecution for deserting 
the job. Some managed to acquire small plots for growing a few vegetables, which helped them survive. When hunger 
grew desperate, particularly among the children, a rough form of justice known as the potato raid might be carried out, 
where hundreds of estate workers would loot a potato crop, beating off anyone who tried to stop them.#2 

Considering their circumstances back home, it is perhaps not surprising that over the course of a decade, twenty 
thousand Barbadians signed contracts with the U.S. government and traveled to Panama. Probably at least that many 
more went to work in Panama without a contract, many of them wives or children of contract laborers. As migrants 
headed for Bridgetown to catch a steamer, their excitement must have been as palpable as the planters’ horror. One 
estate worker remembered a song that spread through the estates after Panama migration began: 


We want more wages, we want it now, 
And if we don’t get it, we going to Panama. 
Yankees say they want we down there, 


We want more wages, we want it now.24 

Those who left for Panama were eager for adventure, the chance to make more money, and freedom from the toil of 
plantation work, but they were also nervous about leaving loved ones behind for the unknown world of the Yankees. One 
Barbadian woman remembered the night before the boats left: there was such a big party that some didn’t make it to the 


boat the next day.32 The preparations for departure could be extensive: saving up money and purchasing shoes and a suit 
coat, perhaps a nice hat, and a canvas folding chair for the journey. Old kerosene tins often served as suitcases. Across 
the island one would see men saying good-bye to their families before joining others to hike to meet the ship in 
Bridgetown. It became a common sight, these men marching across the island, dressed in suit coats and heading for 
Panama. 

Beresford Skinner was one such man, an estate worker in the parish of St. Lucy, at the northern tip of the island. Skinner 
left his home with a few other men and headed for the village of Speightstown, where they could catch a cheap schooner 
to Bridgetown. They stopped to pick up a friend along the way, but the man’s wife was hanging on to his shoulders, crying 
and pleading with him not to go away. The friend told Skinner to go on without him, but Skinner responded, “My wife’s 
home crying too, and | left her, come with us.” Yet the man stayed behind, and finally Skinner turned away and headed 
for Panama.22 Skinner and his friends surely passed by plantation workers as they traveled and exhorted them to join 
their parade. And when one group of migrants heading for Panama passed by estate workers in a field, a member of the 
party shouted out, “Why you don’t hit de manager in de head, and come along wid we!”34 

Such scenes played out on islands across the Caribbean as workers packed their bags for Panama. The majority of those 
who signed contracts with the Isthmian Canal Commission were Barbadian men, due to the difficulties U.S. government 
officials faced when negotiating with other Caribbean governments. Yet with or without a contract, workingmen on 
islands like Grenada, Martinique, St. Lucia, and Jamaica made the journey as well. Most migrants were male, but over 
time more women began making the journey, often to join husbands or lovers. Years later Bea Waldron remembered 
traveling with her mother to join her father in Panama. Once there her mother would add to the family income by selling 
fruits and coal and washing clothes. Her mother instructed Bea, “Be sweet when you get to Panama. Forget Barbadian.” 
By this, she meant dialect—she wanted her daughter to sound properly Panamanian.?2 

The trip Bea made shared little with Theodore Roosevelt’s pampered journey. Her ship took six days to go from Barbados 
to Panama, with no stops. No sleeping accommodations were provided for people like Bea and her mother; hence 
immigrants carried their own deck chairs. No food was provided, though on some ships immigrants received coffee each 
morning. An awning might be spread to protect them from the sun. Winifred James, an Englishwoman who traveled to 
Panama to meet her husband, described the West Indians she observed: “On the journey they lie about inert, listless and 
unwashed. But on the day of arrival there is a great awakening. The parcels are undone, clean dresses and marvellous 
hats appear out of the brown-paper parcels. ... | have seen them make their toilet in the full blaze of morning light, with 
no more thought than as if they were in the screened privacy of a jealously guarded bedchamber.”22 

For West Indians such as these, the Panama Canal project had already begun to act as a global magnet, drawing families 
away from their home-land and setting in motion wide-ranging changes involving migration, labor supply, and the 
distribution of economic wealth and social status. The project would bring a measure of economic prosperity to the 
nations of the Caribbean and turn many estate workers into globe-trotters familiar with a larger landscape, one ranging 
from Panama to Costa Rica and Colombia and, for a great many, onward to the United States. And though the canal 
project mostly drew migrants from the Caribbean, thousands of others came from northern and southern Europe and 
from as far away as India and China. Peruvians, Colombians, Costa Ricans, and Mexicans all packed suitcases for the Canal 
Zone. No official recruitment of these groups took place, but foremen might hire them if they showed up. Chinese came 
to the Canal Zone from south China or from Panama City and Colon, the latter two residences for many Chinese who had 
first arrived during the French construction effort. Now they moved into the new towns of the Zone to open small shops, 
selling tobacco and household items, pots and pans, and clothing and handkerchiefs to the new residents of towns like 
Empire and Gorgona. Many Indians similarly had first migrated as indentured servants to Caribbean islands like Trinidad, 
but some made the six-month-long journey from their homes in India.*4 

In much larger numbers men and women migrated to the Canal Zone from the United States. Many were similar to Ted 
Sherrard, a young man from Kansas, fresh out of college with a major in engineering, eager for adventure and 
opportunity. While working in Pittsburgh as an apprentice at Westinghouse, Ted learned the federal government was 
recruiting men for jobs in the Panama Canal Zone. He applied for a position and within a few weeks received a telegram 
offering work as an assistant switchboard operator. His foreman urged him to take the job, saying it would be “the best 
thing in the world to do.” If he did well, the foreman added, the government would find him another job after that one 
ended. Ted soon made up his mind. Surely, he must have thought, a job in the Panama Canal Zone would bring 
adventure, good pay, and good experience. He wrote to his mother, “I will be on one of the healthiest chunks of soil that 
Uncle Sam owns... . 1 have talked with fellows who have been down there and they say the conditions there are first 
rate.” He packed his bags and headed to New York City, where he caught a ship to Panama. Assigned on the ship to a tiny 
room right over the propeller, Ted described a noise that sounded like “an empty lumber wagon on a rocky road.” But he 
enjoyed meeting workingmen who were on their way back to Panama after a vacation in the States, and he managed the 
trip with only a few bouts of seasickness.*® 

Henry Williams of Houston, Texas, also found the recruiter’s terms attractive. An African American born in 1870, Henry 
was a stout man of 210 pounds. At the age of ten he had begun working at farm labor in Texas, then moved into such jobs 


as longshoreman, railroad track worker, and freight loader. Gradually, he moved his way up into the job of blacksmith 
helper for the Southern Pacific Railroad. In 1907 a government labor agent hired Henry to work on the canal as a 
blacksmith helper at forty-four cents gold per hour. This must have seemed to him a great stroke of luck—working at a 
prestigious job for the federal government. Perhaps he also hoped that leaving Texas for the Canal Zone would bring him 
respite from the harshness of Jim Crow segregation, economic discrimination, and racial violence. And so Henry said 
good-bye to his mother and his daughter, Henrietta, and traveled to Panama for a job in the town of Empire, working in 
the vast mechanical shops there that repaired and maintained tools and steam shovels throughout the Canal Zone.?2 

As conditions on the isthmus improved, after 1906, American women gradually began packing bags for Panama so they 
might work as secretaries or nurses (many of the latter traveling from Manila or Havana), or, more commonly, to join 
husbands already there and provide a home for them. In 1907, Elizabeth Kittredge joyfully received a note from her 
fiancé, Charlie, who worked in the Department of Labor, Quarters, and Subsistence in the Canal Zone. At last, he said, he 
felt the Zone had become safe enough, with the yellow fever now eradicated, for her to join him. Young Elizabeth 
traveled to Colén with a chaperone, watching the blue Caribbean sea flow by during the six-day trip.22 Arriving in Colon, 
she observed, with some trepidation, “the blackest man I’d ever seen” hoist her trunk onto his head and carry it up the 
hill to a small wooden house poised high on stilts. The house belonged to Charlie’s boss, and it would serve as the 
couple’s wedding chapel. She entered the house and noted the bare wooden walls. More worrisome yet was the boss’s 
wife, “a lanky woman with faded hair and colorless cheeks. . . . | wondered, subconsciously, how soon the tropics would 
fade my shining hair and take the color from my red cheeks.” Elizabeth cleaned herself up, changed clothes, and headed 
into the living room to be married by a missionary. Afterward everyone sat down to a wedding luncheon served on the 
house’s screened-in porch. On the table were nice white china and fancy silver, paté de fois gras, champagne, and roast 
turkey, but “all served awkwardly by a little Jamaican maid in a gingham dress.” That evening a gang of West Indians 
carried the couple’s belongings to a new bungalow that awaited them with two rooms, two enclosed porches, a 
bathroom, and a kitchen. “In the soft glow of the kerosene lamps, we unpacked our wedding gifts, hung our clothes in the 
crude wardrobe—and the little house became our home.” 

The one other group that journeyed to Panama in large numbers, comparable to those of the Americans, was Europeans. 
Frenchmen, Germans, English, and Swedes were almost uniformly destined for supervisory or skilled jobs, while the 
thousands of Spaniards, Italians, and Greeks who came found themselves working unskilled jobs as tracklayers, freight 
loaders, or diggers. Labor recruiters were especially keen on importing Spaniards, believing they would work better than 
West Indians. When they discovered the Spaniards worked only marginally better but caused a great deal more trouble 
(in the form of food riots, strikes, and other protests), they nonetheless continued to recruit a few of them to goad the 
Caribbeans to work harder. One Spaniard who traveled to the isthmus was Antonio Sanchez, a thirty-year-old who would 
spend more than four years laying track in Culebra Cut. The Spaniards with whom he traveled, he later recalled, arrived in 
Panama with one belief: “Everything here was gold and all things were as sweet as honey. However, they were to find out 
the gold was silver and the fruits were sour.”*4 


THUS THE Panama Canal project beckoned to working people from around the world, as well as to expansionists like 
Theodore Roosevelt. As many Americans saw it, the War of 1898 had ended in victory and made their country a power in 
the world. John Foster Carr wrote in the Outlook that U.S. expansionism had “made the Pacific almost an American 
ocean.” The United States needed to use the power it had won in 1898 to consolidate its empire; exercise power in 
significant, productive, and impressive ways; win its citizenry over to a new identity as an imperial power; and impress the 
people and nation-states of the world. If the United States could accomplish this, it would emerge as one of the world’s 
great nations.*2 

Industrialization at home and the broad range of social, economic, and cultural changes associated with it had the 
majority of Americans focused on their immediate lives, on their jobs and families. They were saving money, perhaps for 
a beachside trip or new shoes for their children. In ways they likely did not grasp, however, their lives at home had 
become connected, inextricably, to events and movements occurring all over the globe. Within the United States one 
could see this most obviously in the millions of immigrants trudging down the ships to enter American ports, crowding 
into cities, and rushing to sign up for jobs in the booming factories. In neighborhoods like the Lower East Side in New 
York, you could barely find room to cross the streets, so crowded were they with people, dogs, horses, and carriages. 
Immigrants, especially those from southern and eastern Europe, seemed to bring a new world to America’s doorstep, 
bringing with them also new ways of dressing and speaking and relating to the world. To some, everything about the new 
immigrants seemed to threaten traditional cultures and manners in the United States. 

But the Isthmus of Panama was also now, in effect, on America’s doorstep, and thousands of immigrants from the 


Caribbean, Europe, Asia, Latin America, and the United States would build a different world there in the years to come, 
one that would shape and be shaped by conditions, cultures, and circumstances back home. As the United States dug 
more deeply into the Isthmus of Panama, officials struggled to build a comfortable and nurturing society for white 
Americans—one they might proudly call a civilization—in the Canal Zone. Simultaneously, they sought ways of managing, 
disciplining, and maintaining order among the men and women they employed. Officials needed to succeed in this 
venture, as a great deal was riding on it—the reputation of America in the world, the status of Roosevelt and his 
government at home. How they attempted this grand adventure and how the people of the Isthmus of Panama forced 
reckonings of many kinds is the story of the pages that follow. 


CHAPTER ONE 

A MODERN STATE IN THE TROPICS 
IN 1906 the journalist John Foster Carr traveled from New York City to Panama in order to observe the construction 
project. In a series of articles for the Outlook, he stressed the “splendid human story” being written in the Panama Canal 
Zone. What he found most fascinating was the challenge to develop an effective form of government there: “You begin to 
understand that our Republic is doing something more on the Isthmus than the mere building of a canal. It is creating a 
State with all the machinery and equipment of our home civilization adapted to strange needs.” Carr, like most other 
observers, stressed that the canal was made possible by the great democratic ideals of the American Republic. 
Ironically, he also noted that government in the Zone was evolving in a way very different from its counterpart in the 
United States. The water supply, the fire department, the postal service, and more, he argued, were “such as might be 
provided by a progressive and strongly centralized European government.” However much Americans hoped to 
transplant the culture and politics of their “home civilization,” something happened along the way. Challenged on all sides 
by a difficult climate, a colossal construction project, rampant disease, and tens of thousands of workers and their 
families who emigrated from all over the world, officials struggled to govern and manage the isthmus. They needed to 
create a civilized and efficient society in the Canal Zone while establishing a firm boundary between the Zone and the 
Republic of Panama. At times, particularly in the early days, it seemed they would not succeed. Before the project was 
more than a few years old, Roosevelt had been forced to find a second and then a third chief engineer to supervise the 
construction after their predecessors had resigned, unable or unwilling to tolerate the poor conditions and difficult 
challenges.* 
The Zone was a territory ten miles wide (five miles on either side of the projected canal), covering dense jungle, 
mountains, and swampy lowlands across the nearly fifty-mile-long isthmus. The construction of the canal officially lasted 
ten years, from May 1904 to August 1914, and was characterized by experimentation and strategic reorganizations of the 
Canal Zone’s government, a process that overlapped to a large extent with the tenure of the three chief engineers. John 
Wallace, the first one, lasted only one year and oversaw an anxious and poorly organized period. His successor, the 
railroad engineer John Stevens, remained on the job less than two years (June 1905 to April 1907), but his tenure was 
vastly more effective, and he played a key role by convincing Congress to build a lock rather than a sea-level canal. The 
third and final chief engineer, George Washington Goethals, oversaw most of the actual construction and continued with 
the job through its completion. Goethals’s era witnessed the construction of the spectacular lock gates, the completion of 
Gatun Dam, the flooding of Gatun Lake, and the first ship’s successful traversing of the canal in 1914. The latter occurred 
just as World War | erupted in Europe, somewhat overshadowing the U.S. success with the canal. Nonetheless, the next 
year the United States emphatically celebrated its triumph at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San 
Francisco. 
The three chief engineers each faced the challenge of how to govern the Zone’s growing population and how to 
overcome the engineering and medical difficulties the region posed. The construction project formally began in 1904 as a 
small group of men—surveyors, geographers, engineers, doctors—and a handful of female nurses boarded ships for the 
isthmus. The French failure was fresh on Americans’ minds as they arrived to find ghostly mementos of the earlier 
construction effort lurking in every swamp hole—old, rusting machinery, locomotives, dilapidated houses. Philippe 
Bunau-Varilla had written about his time working on the French project, “Death was constantly gathering its harvest 
about me.” Convincing workers to go to Panama—and keeping them alive once they arrived—would prove daunting tasks 
indeed.2 

THE GREAT PROBLEM OF LABOR 
As the U.S. occupation of the Canal Zone began, Roosevelt chose the Army doctor William Gorgas to head the U.S. 
Sanitation effort. Born in 1854, Gorgas grew up in a household profoundly affected by the Civil War. His father, a 
Pennsylvanian trained at West Point, moved to Richmond during the war and joined the Confederate cause. Jefferson 
Davis appointed him chief of ordnance, and William grew up in a social world that included the top leaders of the 
Confederacy. He later remembered fleeing with his family as the war came to an end: “I first came to Baltimore a ragged, 
barefoot little rebel, with empty pockets and an empty stomach. My father had gone south with the army. At the fall and 
destruction of Richmond my mother’s house, with all that she had, was burned, leaving her stranded with six small 
children. She came to Baltimore, and was cared for by friends.” After the war the family was impoverished until, after 
some years, William’s father won a job as head of the University of the South. 
William dreamed of a military career but failed to win admission to West Point. He decided to become an Army doctor in 
spite of his father, who objected that it was not an honorable career. After attending medical school, William Gorgas 
spent twenty years as an Army doctor in North Dakota, Texas, and Florida. When the War of 1898 began, the Army sent 
Gorgas to Havana to fight the spread of yellow fever among soldiers there, and after the war he was appointed chief 
sanitary officer of Cuba. In these years the U.S. government realized that yellow fever threatened its effort to control and 
clean up cities like Havana. Under the leadership of the Army physician and research scientist Walter Reed, and following 
the earlier ideas of the Cuban Carlos Finlay, doctors demonstrated that yellow fever was spread by mosquitoes. Gorgas 


then helped implement sanitation measures to rid Cuba of the disease. 

Gorgas and his wife, Marie, would be among the first Americans to venture into Panama. Their ship arrived at Colén, and 
as they wandered the city, they found the streets “unspeakably dirty and mud-filled, swarmed with naked children; the 
ugly frame houses rested on piles, under which greenish slimy water formed lagoons. Such dilapidation and desolation!” 
They gamely enjoyed the train ride across the isthmus to Panama City, finding their mood lifted by the beautiful 
mountains and jungle, and then descended again into mud and a slow carriage ride up to Ancon Hospital, where living 
quarters had been arranged for them. After dinner they sat with friends in their living quarters, which happened to be a 
reconversion of the old officers’ ward. This ward, Marie Gorgas noted, had been the site of more yellow fever deaths than 
any other spot on the isthmus during the French period. It was a grim reminder of the difficulties awaiting them.4 

Could they possibly bring order, health, sanitation, indeed civilization itself, to this rude corner of the world? Tropical 
nature was seen as threatening the health and civilization of white men who ventured to Panama. Although an earlier 
discourse had associated the tropics with the Garden of Eden, by the early twentieth century it had come to be seen as 
sinister. The climate, the heavy rainfall, the prevalence of disease, and the perceived indolence of those native to the 
tropics all loomed as highly problematic.* 

Gorgas believed that succeeding in the tropics depended first and foremost upon eradicating or containing disease. 
Toward this end he employed the same strategies relied on earlier in Cuba. Years later, in an essay that sounded a 
triumphant response to Benjamin Kidd’s earlier warnings, titled “The Conquest of the Tropics for the White Race,” Gorgas 
explained his procedures. He and his staff worked to destroy all possible breeding places of the mosquitoes carrying 
malaria or yellow fever. Throughout the Zone they drained or filled in ditches, sprayed oil or petroleum over water that 
could not be drained, used chemicals to kill algae in streams, and cut brush where mosquitoes dwelled. As extra 
precautions, windows in houses (at least those houses intended for whites) built by the Isthmian Canal Commission, or 
ICC, received screens, and officials made quinine available to all employees.® 

The U.S. government also worked to rebuild the urban environments of Panama City and Colén, which were seen as 
crucial bases for the canal project, to enhance sanitation and eradicate disease. The streets of each city were suddenly 
filled with American sanitary officials in white coats and West Indian laborers under their direction. West Indians worked 
at street sweeping, fumigation, mosquito destruction, draining or oiling of water, building and paving roads and 
sidewalks, constructing sewers and water lines, and poisoning hundreds of stray dogs and thousands of rats. Officials 
went door-to-door throughout the cities, again and again, inspecting every home. When inspectors found mosquito 
larvae in someone’s home, they reported the residents to the mayor of Panama City, who imposed a fine. When they 
found illness or mosquitoes, they fumigated. ICC officials estimated the total cost of improvements to the cities of 
Panama to be nearly $2 million.2 

These early days were dark ones for officials like Gorgas and the chief engineer John Wallace. Named by Roosevelt to 
head the construction effort, Wallace came to the Zone with experience as engineer and general manager of the Illinois 
Central Railroad. He suffered through the most difficult and experimental period of the U.S. occupation and possessed 
less authority than later chief engineers, because the U.S. government’s strategy initially centered power on the ICC—the 
members of which resided in the United States. Wallace saw his administration hindered by bureaucracy and lengthy 
delays as he requested provisions and equipment from Washington, D.C. His requests were often questioned or denied 
by the commissioners, who were concerned about limiting expenditures. Wallace nonetheless accomplished a significant 
amount: under his supervision, workers repaired hundreds of old French houses and built a few dozen new ones, 
extended the railroad, conducted extensive surveys, and added to the excavation already done by the French. 

Wallace complained vociferously about the inefficient bureaucracy hindering his work. In the spring of 1905, President 
Roosevelt undertook the first of several reorganizations, replacing every member of the ICC with a new commissioner and 
centralizing its operations. Yet Wallace seemed, almost from the beginning, defeated by the job and by the climate and 
terrain. He saw the unhappiness of workers, their constant flight back to the United States, and accurately evaluated the 
problem: not only were the men worried about yellow fever, but they felt that housing was inadequate, amusements and 
diversions were nonexistent, and food prices were much too high. And they were homesick. He knew better quarters 
would gradually become available, yet he despaired of fixing other problems: “It could hardly be expected that the United 
States should maintain theatres, dance-halls, bowling alleys . . . and vaudevilles for the delectation of its employees.” He 
noted also that a few men had brought their wives with them, but this had added to their misery rather than curing it, 
because conditions were unpleasant. Wallace concluded, “I have personally done all | could to discourage the coming 
hither of families until a man could see that he was in a position to take care of his dependents when they arrived.”® 

The biggest problem was yellow fever. Like French officials before him, Wallace had arrived in Panama with a coffin to 
carry him home in case he became victim to an epidemic. During the first year of the occupation disease was by far the 
greatest threat, and hence Gorgas’s role became the most important. As men and women headed to the Canal Zone to 
prepare the way for digging, yellow fever began to break out. By the end of 1904, cases were appearing every week. Next 
bubonic plague appeared, and then malaria and pneumonia. Terror struck the isthmus, and old-timers compared these 
days to the worst of the French period. They found little solace in the many French cemeteries dotting the isthmus. The 


majority of Americans packed suitcases and headed home to the United States. That summer Wallace did the same. He 
resigned, as John Foster Carr put it, “like a general deserting on the field of battle.”2 Those who remained in the Canal 
Zone seemed paralyzed by fear or given to outbursts. A man known for his calmness exploded one night during dinner, 
swearing “by the living God” he would henceforth eat alone if his dinner companions mentioned yellow fever one more 
time.22 

Fortunately, the measures taken earlier by Gorgas and his staff soon contained the yellow fever. By the autumn of 1905 
the epidemic had subsided, and government officials had stopped bringing metal caskets with them to the isthmus. In the 
long run, doctors would find the struggle to eliminate malaria and pneumonia much more difficult. (Indeed, they would 
never fully succeed.) As late as December 1905 the new chief engineer, John Stevens, still complained bitterly that the 
exodus from the isthmus continued, causing severe labor shortages. Men hoping to escape to their various Caribbean 
islands often could not find room on the ships. “The Jamaicans are returning [home] almost universally,” Stevens 
observed.—* Yet Stevens’s presence and his energetic action to prepare the way for construction seemed to signal that 
the crisis was ending and that death would not spread into every household on the isthmus.22 

In his months on the job, from mid-1905 through April 1, 1907, the autocratic Stevens profoundly shaped the character of 
the construction project. Stevens was a fifty-two-year-old railroad man. He had cut his teeth helping build James J. Hill’s 
Great Northern Railroad, which stretched seventeen hundred miles from St. Paul to Seattle. Stevens brought many 
engineers who had worked under him on the Great Northern to the Canal Zone, and he approached the job as a railroad 
man, conceiving the railroad as the Canal Zone’s central artery. It would distribute laborers, engineers, foremen, 
equipment, supplies, and food, as well as family members, politicians, and even tourists. It would also carry away the 
excavated dirt and rocks. Accordingly, once at work in the Canal Zone, Stevens transformed the existing railroad, 
replacing the narrow rails with five-foot-gauge ones for almost the entire forty-seven miles of the isthmus and adding 
double tracks so locomotives could go both directions at once. Thus carloads of dirt would head out for the coasts while 
empty cars shuttled back for more. The mightiest locomotives available—a world apart from the light equipment the 
French had used—were sent to the Canal Zone, and the new wide-gauge rails could handle them. Getting rid of the 
excavated dirt efficiently was one of Stevens’s great contributions. The French had not moved their excavated spoil far 
away, and the piles of dirt and rock so near the construction had generated more landslides. Stevens, on the other hand, 
used the spoil to reclaim land from the Pacific Ocean in order to build the American town of Balboa and the Fort Amador 
military base, both near Panama City; he also used it to construct Gatun Dam, Miraflores Locks, and an enormous 
breakwater stretching out from Panama City to four different islands.*2 

As a result of Stevens’s work, the Zone became thoroughly dominated by the railroads and the men who worked them. 
There was little transportation within or across the Canal Zone except by railroad. If trains proved inconvenient, people 
typically walked, most often using the vacant tracks as their footpath and jumping off when a train approached. Once the 
excavation work was going at full steam, as many as eight hundred trains filled with dirt and rocks would pass by the 
towns of the Zone each day. The rumble of trains and the dynamite explosions set off at 11:30 and 5:30 each day made 
the digging site a “noisy, smoky, canal,” as the Zone policeman and census taker Harry Franck put it. The sounds and 
smells of machinery were ever present. An Englishwoman visiting the heart of the construction site remembered, “The 
whole earth seems to tremble with the bellow of dynamite, the roar of machinery, and the dull vibration of the loaded 
trains. All along our route of some ten miles we were never out of sight of dense masses of workmen, nor clear of the 
black smoke of straining engines, which clanked, groaned, shrieked and whistled through miles of construction track.” 
Even out at sea one could feel the trembling of the dynamite explosions.*4 

The noisiest and most dangerous part of the canal was Culebra Cut, the long, devastating stretch that sliced through the 
Continental Divide. Tourists looking down from observation decks thought of it as a great gorge, a canyon, an 
unimaginable ditch. The engineers and their army of laborers were, as the American writer Arthur Bullard commented, 
“gouging out a canyon 10 miles long, 300 feet wide, and in some places over 250 feet deep. Think about that for a minute 
and then be proud that you are an American.” Culebra Cut was many construction projects going on simultaneously. 
There were numerous levels to it, and each, set ten or fifteen feet above another, had its own set of train tracks and its 
own steam shovels, uploaders, and track shifters. Several of the machines, including spreaders (to distribute the 
excavated spoil after unloading it) and track shifters, were invented in the Canal Zone to answer the demands of 
construction. The steam shovels, most of them ninety-five-ton monsters, were the “backbone and sinew” of the 
construction project. More than a hundred of them ate away at the mountains, each one worked by two skilled white 
Americans, who in turn were assisted by a team of West Indian laborers.+2 

Although tourists most often remarked on the great machines of Culebra Cut, closer observers were often fascinated by 
the complex world of laborers in the Zone. Harry Franck observed, “Everywhere are gangs of men, sometimes two or 
three gangs working together at the same task. Shovel gangs, track gangs, surfacing gangs, dynamite gangs, gangs doing 
everything imaginable with shovel and pick and crowbar, gangs down on the floor of the canal, gangs far up the steep 
walls of cut rock, gangs stretching away in either direction till those far off look like upright bands of the leaf-cutting ants 
of Panamanian jungles; gangs nearly all, whatever their nationality, in the blue shirts and khaki trousers of the Zone 


commissary, giving a peculiar color scheme to all the scene.” Culebra Cut was the most feared by the laborers: regular 
landslides, premature dynamite explosions, flooding from the daily rains during the wet season, and the constant railroad 
traffic and other machines made it an extremely dangerous place to work. Even when one’s life was not at risk, the 
scorching sun, high temperatures, humidity, and rain showers made daily work extremely difficult. Laborers worked amid 
water and mud that sometimes reached up to their waists, shoveling, breaking rocks, drilling holes, or performing a 
multitude of other tasks, the constant rains making the cut a wet and slippery place.*® 

Even moving away from the cut and into the jungle, an observer would see gangs of laborers scattered about. Harry 
Franck described traveling through the jungle on a train car not pulled by an engine—it was instead, he explained, a “six- 
negro-powered-car.” Franck would order the car stopped every few minutes as he came upon another gang of thirty or so 
men: “Antiguans shoveling gravel, Martiniques snarling and quarreling as they wallowed thigh-deep in swamps and pools, 
a company of Greeks unloading train-loads of ties, Spaniards leisurely but steadily grading and surfacing, track bands of 
‘Spigoties’ chopping away the aggressive jungle with their machetes—the one task at which the native Panamanian .. . is 
worth his brass-check. Every here and there we caught labor’s odds and ends, diminutive ‘water-boys,’ likewise of varying 
nationality.” Interviewing every worker and resident he could find, Franck came to know the Canal Zone like few other 
people did.+2 

Managing the men deployed across the construction site was itself an awesome task. The workday began early. The white 
American machinists, pattern makers, blacksmiths, and carpenters as well as their West Indian helpers often lived near 
enough to their workplace, in towns such as Empire and Gorgona, to walk to work. Thousands of others would catch the 
labor train with its segregated cars. Skilled white American workers traveled in passenger cars, while West Indian workers 
rode in open-air boxcars fully stuffed with men sitting, standing, and hanging off the sides. Trains would transport the 
men to their site, carry them back to towns for their midday lunch break, and back and forth again for an afternoon of 
work. This made transportation a dominant source of employment; railroad workers—the conductors, brakemen, 
engineers, and firemen—were among the most common employees in the Zone.+2 

When Stevens came to the isthmus in 1905, the U.S. government had still not decided on its plan for building the canal. 
The question loomed, most importantly, of whether the canal should be built as a sea-level or lock canal. The French had 
attempted to build a sea-level canal, which required not only cutting a pathway through the mountains but lowering that 
route to the level of the sea. A lock canal, by contrast, would use lock chambers to raise ships gradually eighty-five feet up 
to the level of a huge lake, itself created by damming the powerful Chagres River. Ships would traverse the lake to 
another set of locks that would then lower them back down to sea level. Some engineers and politicians worried about 
the safety and efficiency of a dam. An international board appointed by Roosevelt recommended that the canal be built 
at sea level, just as the Suez Canal had been. Stevens at first supported a sea-level canal, but over time the torrential rains 
and flooding of the Chagres River convinced him that only locks would succeed. He declared a lock canal would take only 
eight years to build, whereas a sea-level canal would take twenty-four years. Once the senators became confident that 
the huge dam could be constructed in a way that ensured safety, they voted, by a narrow margin, to authorize 
construction of a lock canal.+2 

Even before excavation began, Stevens took steps to provide for the massive working population that would be needed to 
build the canal. “Civilized” life in the Zone would require a complete infrastructure: a fire department, post offices, a 
police force, sanitation services, hospitals, bachelor and family housing, separate cafeterias for different nationalities 
(white U.S. workers, Caribbean workers, and European workers all ate at different cafeterias), hotels, schools, churches, a 
judicial system, jails, and a penitentiary. The government laid out towns; built roads, bridges, sidewalks, and sewage 
disposal plants; installed streetlamps; planted trees; and drained ditches to bring the mosquito population under control. 
Stevens estimated that he had overseen the construction of more than five thousand buildings, including more than forty 
hotels and restaurants, plus piers, docks, and warehouses. He built machine shops and roundhouses. He was especially 
proud of the combination ice, cold-storage, bakery, and laundry facilities he built that kept meat shipped in from the 
United States cold, produced twenty-five thousand loaves of bread a day, and did the laundry for more than three 
thousand “white people.” He bragged that his employees would order fresh meat from the packinghouses of Chicago and 
keep it refrigerated every minute until it reached the hands of consumers along the isthmus. 

While building towns and roads, however, Stevens still needed to secure workers to dig the canal, and this presented his 
greatest challenge. He proclaimed, “The greatest problem in building a canal of any type on the Isthmus... is the one of 
labor. The engineering and constructional difficulties melt into insignificance compared with labor.”22 Stevens strongly 
believed in certain key principles, undoubtedly derived from his work constructing railroads across the United States. 
First, he believed, the government must find workers of several different ethnicities and nationalities, so as to divide 
them from one another and let competition between groups spur them to work harder. Theodore P. Shonts, the 
chairman of the ICC, noted the importance of this at an early stage. Depending on one source of labor, he argued, would 
lead workers to see themselves as indispensable. More important, “a labor force composed of different races and 
nationalities would minimize, if it did not positively prevent, any possible combination of the entire labor force which 
would be disastrous to the work.”2+ Second, as an engineer explained to congressmen in 1907, “there must be on the 


Isthmus a surplusage of labor. Otherwise we will have interminable strikes and everything in the nature of a strike.” 22 

But where should this vast surplus come from? Stevens and his staff debated at length the virtues of various kinds of 
workers, ranking their efficiency by race and nationality. West Indians had supplied most of the labor during the French 
effort, so they remained a natural choice. Yet many ICC officials believed their labor to be inferior. Stevens considered 
West Indians the most “harmless and law-abiding” workers he had ever managed, yet he also believed them to be 
indolent, childlike, and unintelligent. He complained, “I have about made up my mind that it is useless to think of building 
the Panama Canal with native West Indian labor. It is possible that by flooding the Isthmus with about 40,000 laborers, 
we could keep our gangs full; but there is no doubt in my mind that, owing to their inferiority as laborers, we are paying a 
price in gold for labor which we cannot continue.”23 

Displeased by West Indians, Stevens searched for alternatives. He wanted white labor to dig the canal, and he believed 
whites from the United States could withstand the tropical conditions. Yet he knew this would not be feasible—white 
Americans would cost too much and would not tolerate the rough labor of canal building. Stevens therefore decided to 
fight for government approval to import Chinese workers. He had relied on them to build railroads in the U.S. West, and 
although he conceded that Chinese laborers could be “obstinate,” he declared, “I am a little disposed in favor not only of 
the Chinaman as a laborer, but as a man, from my contact with them on the west coast. In fact, | have a very high respect 
and regard for Chinese of all classes whom | have ever met.”24 

Winning the right to import Chinese workers proved an uphill battle. In 1905 the Isthmian Canal Commission asked the 
U.S. attorney general, William Moody, to consider the legal issues involved. Moody analyzed the Thirteenth Amendment, 
which forbade slavery or involuntary servitude in the United States or “any place subject to their jurisdiction,” and found 
that it did in fact apply to the Panama Canal Zone. Regardless of how well a laborer is treated by the government, Moody 
argued, and even if he has agreed to the work, he must be free to leave at any time and be able to “choose the work in 
which he is to engage.” The importing of “Oriental aliens” under contracts to perform labor “is not necessarily one of 
involuntary servitude, but it may be and, in fact, usually is a condition of involuntary servitude.” In this way Moody 
identified a specific ethnic group as particularly vulnerable to involuntary servitude. 

Considering the attorney general’s report, ICC chairman Theodore Shonts informed Stevens that although it would 
theoretically be possible to import Chinese laborers, certain steps would need to be taken so as to avoid even the 
appearance of involuntary servitude. The government would have to provide for repatriation of its laborers. It would have 
to “minimize the idea of contract labor, to avoid unfavorable public opinion in the United States, and to magnify the fact 
of direct employment of each laborer by the Government.” The government would likewise need to pay wages directly to 
laborers and not to contractors. Finally, Shonts advised, it would be necessary to protect the Republic of Panama from an 
“invasion” of such laborers contrary to that nation’s immigration laws. Unfortunately, Shonts spelled out, if all these 
conditions were met and the Chinese workers were truly made “free laborers,” there would be no way to guarantee they 
would remain on the isthmus. The risks and costs would thus be greater—the government would need to pay Chinese 
workers a much higher wage so they would not desert the project for a higher-paying one, and perhaps pay a higher fee 
to those who furnished the laborers. This made it impracticable to import Chinese men. As involuntary laborers, Chinese 
workers were unsavory; as free ones, they were economically impractical.22 

Stevens tried to make do with West Indians, but a year later, after having observed their work for many months, he 
despaired that the canal would never be finished if he was forced to rely on them. He began to push aggressively again for 
access to Chinese workers, ignoring the continued protests from U.S. labor unions. Stevens angrily declared he would not 
“accept the responsibility, in case the labor question here should become acute, of acquiescing in the delay in securing 
the Chinese labor.” He was particularly frustrated to see that “matters of policy rather than those of business have 
governed the entire proposition.” Trying to make the idea of Chinese migrants more palatable, Stevens proposed 
importing Chinese doctors and allowing some family members to accompany the twenty-five hundred laborers he 
desired.2® 

In the end, despite Stevens’s efforts, a “violent” public reaction against the idea in the United States, Chinese exclusion 
laws (in the United States and in the Republic of Panama), and opposition from the Chinese government all worked 
against him. President Roosevelt waffled on the matter, at times putting himself on record as preferring any other source 
of workers and declaring, “If you could get white labor, . . . | should prefer it. But the prime necessity is to complete the 
canal as speedily as possible.” As late as February 1907, however, Roosevelt agreed “without hesitation” to the hiring of 
Chinese workers. Soon after he approved the idea, however, the Chinese government issued a proclamation forbidding its 
citizens to work on the canal. Viceroy Tuan Fang declared that any “coolies” imported to the Canal Zone would be falling 
into a “dangerous trap.” Exploited, unable to make much money, they would be vulnerable to the whims of their 
employers.4 This proclamation, combined with Stevens’s nearly simultaneous resignation, sealed the matter. 

Stevens had cast his eye around the globe for an alternative source of labor, but it seemed every potential worker was 
either too lazy or too assertive for his tastes. Panamanians and Colombians were believed unwilling to work hard, so the 
government preferred not to employ them.22 Shonts strongly favored recruiting Spaniards who were working on 
railroads and sugar plantations in Cuba. “They are white men, tractable, and capable of development and assimilation,” 


he declared. Stevens imported a few hundred of them, but opposition from planters and government officials in Cuba 
ended the experiment until recruiting stations could open in Spain. Hiring African Americans, it was assumed, would 
generate protest from employers throughout the South, so the government recruited only a few hundred of them.?2 
Lacking any alternative, Stevens regretfully turned back to West Indians to supply the unskilled labor he needed. Yet 
when officials began encouraging migration to Panama from across the British and French Caribbean, they found 
resistance among many Caribbean nations. ICC officials negotiated strenuously when they encountered opposition from 
the Jamaican government, promising, for example, that they would hire Jamaicans as foremen as well as laborers, so they 
would not have to work under American foremen.22 Nonetheless, the Jamaican government severely restricted the 
recruitment of labor by requiring that emigrants pay a steep emigration tax. St. Kitts, Antigua, Montserrat, Grenada, and 
many others shut ICC recruiters out altogether. Some laborers would migrate to Panama from those islands, but they 
would have to do so on their own. R. E. Wood, the official in charge of securing labor, complained that American 
recruiters were being compelled to “wander from island to island, picking up men here and there, like discredited 
fugitives.” Indeed, he declared, many governors in the British Caribbean seemed to lack respect for the U.S. government. 
They did, however, possess due respect for the British Crown, and so Wood urged Stevens to inform the British 
government that its Caribbean governors’ behavior was inimical not only to American interests but also to the mercantile 
interests of England itself. This would induce Caribbean governors to cooperate with the United States, he hoped. We 
cannot tell whether Stevens took this advice, but as the construction project evolved, agents focused on Barbados 
because its government was agreeable, it had a good supply of English-speaking workers, and they were known to be 
orderly, peaceful, and obedient. Recruiters opened offices in Barbados, examining potential laborers and offering them 
contracts that paid their way to Panama and promised them return fare home. More workers came from Barbados than 
from any other single nation, with Jamaica coming in a close second.2+ 
ICC officials remained determined to find further sources of unskilled labor and prevent broad class solidarities from 
developing. They sent recruiters to Europe, in search of Spaniards, Italians, and Greeks, and finally to India, to sign up 
“sheiks” or “hindoos,” as officials referred to them.22 Stevens hoped that if it should prove impossible to secure Chinese 
workers, he might ultimately replace all West Indians with southern Europeans. He found the work of Spaniards to be 
particularly impressive, in part because they goaded others to work harder: his West Indian laborers, he informed Shonts, 
had been indifferent to work, “but their complacency has been badly disturbed on account of the introduction of 
Spaniards and Italians, and to a certain extent their usefulness has been correspondingly increased.” Stevens feared, 
however, that Europe wanted to see the United States fail in Panama and therefore would not allow a sufficient supply of 
workers. Over time, a greater disadvantage revealed itself when southern Europeans proved more likely to rebel against 
the Americans’ authority.22 
Securing skilled labor was a simpler task for officials. They turned primarily to white workers from the United States. At 
any given time, between five and six thousand white Americans worked in the Canal Zone performing jobs as steam- 
shovel men, machinists, foremen, and the like. A few skilled workers from Panama, from northern European countries like 
Britain and Germany, and from the Caribbean supplemented the Americans, but their role would grow increasingly 
problematic when U.S. officials tried to limit skilled jobs to white U.S. citizens. It was not easy to lure white Americans to 
the Canal Zone, due to the strong economy at home and fears of disease and tropical miasma on the isthmus. The 
adventurous sorts of men who were most willing to come (many of them with experience in the Philippines or Cuba) 
often vexed government officials. They didn’t work as hard as officials had hoped, yet seemed always to demand higher 
wages and better benefits. They also tended to engage in heavy drinking and carousing. Stevens observed, “The worst 
class we have had [in the Canal Zone], to our shame, has been some of our men that have gone down there from here.” 34 
During his tenure Stevens pushed the work ahead far more energetically than his predecessor had done, finding sources 
of labor that would remain largely the same throughout the construction era and influencing the engineering design of 
the project. Yet by April 1907 he had resigned. In a letter to Roosevelt he complained bitterly about his discomfort on the 
isthmus, the attacks on his judgment, and the disruption to his home and family life. He did not think, he confessed, that 
he could tolerate the strain of the job for the eight years or so required to do it. Roosevelt accepted his resignation and 
days later summoned the Army major George Goethals, an engineer, to the White House and invited him to accept the 
job as chief engineer. Frustrated by the resignations of Wallace and Stevens, Roosevelt reportedly declared, “I’ve tried 
two civilians in the Canal and they’ve both quit. We can’t build the canal with a new chief engineer every year. Now I’m 
going to give it to the Army and to somebody who can’t quit.” Goethals accepted the job, and a new and final era in the 
construction of the canal began.22 

“THAT HE IS OMNIPOTENT—ON THE ZONE—NOT MANY WILL DENY” 
The man who would shape the character of life in the Canal Zone more than any other was tall, straight backed, and 
white haired. The same age as Roosevelt, Goethals was quite a different personality. People knew him as an introverted 
and sometimes stern and judgmental figure. Born in 1858 in Brooklyn to a woodworker and his wife who had emigrated 
from Ghent, Belgium, some years before, Goethals graduated from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point in 1880 and 
was then appointed to the Army Corps of Engineers. He met Effie Rodman, the daughter of a New Bedford, 


Massachusetts, whaling captain, in 1883, and they married the next year. Goethals’s Army career for the next decades 
included teaching at West Point, working on improvements in the Ohio River valley and the Cumberland and Tennessee 
rivers, building canals in Tennessee and Alabama, and serving with the volunteer army in Puerto Rico during the War of 
1898. When tapped by Roosevelt for the job as chief engineer, he was working as an assistant to the Army’s chief of 
staff.2© 

Goethals served as the chief engineer for the remaining, critical years of the canal construction, and particularly for the 
matters that most concern us—the government’s role in shaping the lives and work of Canal Zone residents—his 
influence would prove profound. This was due partly to his nature but also to the way Roosevelt reorganized the job 
when he hired Goethals. After losing two chief engineers as well as receiving great criticism for the amount of second- 
guessing and endless bureaucracy involved in the project, Roosevelt decided to centralize the job. He appointed Goethals 
not only chief engineer but also chairman of the Isthmian Canal Commission—previously, these jobs had been held by 
different individuals. Roosevelt also brought new members onto the ICC, so that five of the eight members (including 
Goethals) came from the U.S. Army or Navy. Army officers who had a taste for military-style discipline, including D. D. 
Gaillard, William Sibert, and H. H. Rousseau, would dominate the project. Roosevelt knew that as Army men they would 
feel honor-bound to remain on the job until its completion, and a sense of military hierarchy and efficiency now pervaded 
the project. Simultaneously, however, he stripped the ICC of any executive authority. Goethals’s government would be a 
one-man operation. Richard Harding Davis, the journalist who had famously covered the war in Cuba against Spain, wrote 
in 1912: “As a spectator the writer has been in the field with armies of several nations, but never has he known such an 
army as this one commanded by Colonel Goethals. For seven years it has been on foreign service, and always in action, 
always on the firing line. . . . It is an army that knows no rest, no armistices, no flags of truce.”24 

Goethals became known and celebrated mostly as a statesman, yet it’s important to remember that he was also an 
engineer. Stevens had made huge contributions to the basic design of the canal, but much remained to be determined 
and strategized when Goethals’s work began in April 1907. Surveys remained incomplete, little excavation had been done 
by Wallace or Stevens, and although the decision had been made to build a lock canal, those locks and Gatun Dam had 
not yet been designed. The railroad would also need to be relocated before the canal could open, as much of its current 
path would be underwater or on the wrong side of the canal, farthest from Panama City and Coldén. Almost all the 
construction project lay ahead of Goethals, and an army of labor awaited his command. 

With much of the infrastructure ready to house and feed the working population, more aggressive excavation work began 
as Goethals assumed his position in the spring of 1907. The steam shovels and train cars filled with spoil were soon more 
busily at work. Under Goethals’s leadership three million cubic yards of spoil were being excavated along the line each 
month, whereas the excavation during Wallace’s and Stevens’s entire combined tenure amounted to less than six million 
cubic yards.22 Goethals oversaw a major widening of the floor of the canal (in order to cope with landslides), a 
reconceptualization of the size and location of the planned locks, and the building of Gatun Dam.22 

Begun in 1908, the dam would become the largest in the world, at a mile and a half long and half a mile wide at its base. 
Its base was constructed mostly from the spoils of excavation. To one side of the dam were the Gatun Locks, three pairs 
that would lower ships from Gatun Lake down to sea level and out into Limon Bay, or raise those approaching from the 
other direction. In 1910, even before construction of the dam was complete, engineers closed down the diversion they 
had built for the Chagres River and allowed the waters to begin rising slowly in front of the dam. Gatun Lake would cover 
more than 160 square miles. Numerous towns that had existed since the earliest days of navigation and commerce across 
the isthmus were located on land that would be submerged by Gatun Lake. Other towns, including Empire and Culebra, 
were abandoned as unnecessary once construction was finished; many of the houses and public buildings in those towns 
were transferred to the new American headquarters at Balboa.“2 

The most spectacular aspect of the project from an engineering standpoint was the design and construction of the locks. 
All the lock chambers were identical in dimensions (110 by 1,000 feet) and were constructed in pairs so that traffic could 
flow in either direction. Construction of the lock gates began in August 1909 and lasted four years. They were the only 
major aspect of the project built by a contractor—the Pittsburgh company McClintic-Marshall, known for efficiently 
constructing steel bridges—rather than by the U.S. government. The mammoth side walls were constructed by creating a 
molding of steel and then pouring concrete from overhead to fill them up. The lock gates of steel were built to be hollow 
in their bottom halves so they would be buoyant in the water and easier to swing back and forth without placing too 
much pressure on their hinges. Water would flood into the lock chambers through tunnels and culverts using gravity 
alone. The lock gates then opened and shut using electricity to operate a gigantic cogwheel placed within each gate, 
which in turn operated a huge steel arm to push the gate out or pull it back. The entire canal used electricity generated by 
a hydroelectric plant built next to Gatun Dam as the motor for its operation. The complex operation was as one might 
imagine a child playing in a bathtub. A ship would enter a first lock chamber with water at a low level, and the lock gates 
would swing shut behind it. The chamber would then flood with water, and the ship would rise naturally with the water. 
Once the ship rose sufficiently, the lock gates in front of it would swing open, and it would enter the next chamber, where 
the same process would be repeated. After passing through three lock chambers, a ship would have been raised and then 


lowered eighty-five feet, from sea level up to the level of Gatun Lake, and back down again.41 

The locks and Culebra Cut involved the greatest hardship for workers and became terrific sources of fascination for the 
Americans and tourists from around the world who traveled to the isthmus to see them. They remain celebrated today as 
a great engineering wonder of the world; less commonly noted is the indispensable role played by U.S. corporate 
capitalism. Besides the vast machine shops of the Canal Zone, like those in Gorgona and Empire, and in addition to the 
central role played by McClintic-Marshall, more than fifty factories in Pittsburgh worked making supplies like rivets, bolts, 
and steel plates for the canal. The locomotives that helped pull ships into and through the locks were built in 
Schenectady, New York. The Bucyrus Company in Milwaukee built most of the steam shovels. A Wheeling, West Virginia, 
manufacturer supplied the cogwheels and lifting mechanisms and a great deal of other machinery for the lock gates. 
Nearly all the electrical equipment was manufactured by General Electric. The canal thus represented a tremendous 
achievement of American industrialization.“2 

Such a monstrous endeavor required efficient strategies for governing and disciplining the working population and others 
living in the Canal Zone—more than sixty thousand residents, according to the U.S. government’s census of 1912.*2 
Despite his obvious contributions to the engineering challenges of the canal, Goethals saw the difficulties of “ruling and 
preserving order” as the most novel and challenging aspect of his job: “While some experience had been gained in the 
insular possessions, a new situation existed which had to be solved, and after various changes there was evolved a form 
of government which was unique, differing from any established methods of administration.” Others agreed with him. 
Joseph Bucklin Bishop, the longtime ICC secretary who worked under Goethals, wrote, “The problems in administration 
were new and there were no precedents in American experience from which to obtain light for guidance.” 

How did Goethals see this challenge when he arrived in the Zone in 1907? Years later, in 1915, when the canal had just 
recently opened and affairs were rapidly shifting away from the demands of construction and into a new era of operating 
and maintaining the canal, Goethals was appointed by President Woodrow Wilson to be the first governor of the Canal 
Zone. In a series of public lectures he gave that year, Goethals described his approach to governing. He explained the 
choices faced by those seeking to create a stable government in the Canal Zone during the post-construction era, and he 
based his opinions on what he had learned and experienced as chief engineer. There were four main options, he 
declared: military government, civil government (democracy), commission government, or government via the executive 
orders of the president of the United States. For the Canal Zone, Goethals believed, a military government was 
inappropriate. The canal must be a civil rather than a military accomplishment: “As in the United States in time of peace, 
the military should be subordinated to the civil, and everything on the Isthmus should be considered an adjunct to the 
canal.” A civil, democratic government had been tried during the early days of construction but was found to be lacking as 
well. Many had argued for democracy in the Canal Zone on the grounds that the United States should create a model 
government to educate Central and South Americans on the virtues and benefits of American civilization. Goethals 
contended that this had been unwise during the construction era, and it would be unwise now. The canal was “an 
administrative problem and political problems shouldn’t be allowed to encumber it.” To introduce political institutions 
would be “a step backward” and would incur unwarranted costs. Commission government he despised as inefficient, 
unwieldy, and generating unnecessary tensions. This left only one feasible form of government: a one-man operation, 
headed by the president of the United States.*® 

In fact, Goethals saw himself as the one man who should be in charge. Soon after arriving in the Zone, he found working 
with other members of the ICC difficult and inefficient. He pressed Roosevelt for more authority. When Congress refused 
to restructure the ICC, Goethals drafted an executive order that would centralize all powers under his command. In 
January 1908, Roosevelt signed the executive order, putting Goethals in complete charge of the ICC and the Panama 
Railroad. Goethals would make all decisions, and he in turn answered only to the president. The ICC was stripped of all 
authority. As Goethals described it, the 1908 executive order “resulted in the establishment of an autocratic form of 
government for the Canal Zone.”“2 

Henceforth the requirements of the construction job would dominate every aspect of life. To Goethals, efficiency was a 
necessary prerequisite, and efficiency in turn required a vast expansion of the powers of the state and a complete 
elimination of democracy. He noted that members of Congress attempted to limit his power in the Canal Zone and create 
a more democratic structure, but without success. Democracy, according to Goethals, would be a frivolous distraction: 
“Conditions were peculiar, for there was but one object in view—the construction of the canal; had the franchise been 
introduced, the whole structure would have fallen.” He conceded that he may have acted autocratically at times; 
however, “the end not only justified the means but could have been accomplished in no other way.”“4 

Over the years many referred to Goethals’s government in the Canal Zone as a “benevolent despotism,” a notion that had 
a long and vigorous history in Western political philosophy. In 360 b.c., Plato had described an ideal republic in which 
society would be divided into castes (identified by Plato as the gold, silver, and bronze groups) and everyone would be 
ruled by a single benevolent philosopher-king. In the nineteenth century the Scottish philosopher and historian Thomas 
Carlyle, amid the pressures of a rapidly industrializing world, revolted against the materialism and excess democracy 
around him and imagined an ideal government, which he called benevolent despotism. He modeled this government on 


his image of heaven, but conceded that it would be impossible to achieve. Carlyle’s ideas have long been seen as inspiring 
both socialism and fascism. Carlyle’s peer and sometimes friend John Stuart Mill, the great philosopher of liberalism and 
representative government, believed despotism to be inappropriate for a mature society like England. Yet Mill, a 
supporter of British imperialism who worked for many years for the East India Company, strongly defended despotism in 
an imperial context. In his essay “On Liberty,” he declared, “Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with 
barbarians, providing the end be their improvement.” Thus extensive precedents and justifications existed for Goethals to 
draw on in dispensing with representative forms of government. Two aspects made his approach particularly significant. 
First, he was employing benevolent despotism not only among people he identified as inferior but also with a large 
population of white Americans. Second, it worked—and very effectively indeed. As Willis Abbot, a prominent chronicler 
of the canal construction, observed, “That crabbed old philosopher Thomas Carlyle would be vastly interested could he 
but see how the benevolent despotism which he described as ideal but impossible is working successfully down in the 
semi-civilized tropics.” “8 

Goethals not only centralized the state but also extended it deeply into the lives of the residents of the Canal Zone and 
the Republic of Panama. Whereas Stevens had envisioned constructing much of the canal by contracting work out to 
individual corporations, Goethals preferred to keep the government in control of almost every feature of the job. The 
commissaries, cafeterias, hotels, railroad, and hospitals, as well as the actual work of construction (everything except for 
the locks), were controlled by the government. The government decided how and where people lived, ate, worked, 
played—or tried to, anyway—and how they should be disciplined. Thus to observers like the journalist John Foster Carr, 
the Canal Zone government seemed different from that in the United States proper and more akin to an interventionist 
European government. When Carr described it as a state “with all the machinery and equipment of our home civilization 
adapted to strange needs,” he likely meant something similar to what John Stuart Mill had advised in the case of Britain. 
A distant population including large numbers of West Indians, southern Europeans, and Panamanians—all of them 
perceived by ICC officials as lacking the maturity and capability for self-government that white Americans had—required 
creative adaptations to establish order and efficient government. 

Goethals’s approach to governing was therefore rather stern and focused on discipline. Marie Gorgas, who was 
admittedly never fond of Goethals, described him as obsessed with power: “His passion for dominating everything and 
everybody he carried to extreme lengths. The most desirable gift of the executive is the ability to delegate authority, but 
this quality Colonel Goethals did not possess. He was impatient of any associate or subordinate whom he could not 
control.”At its gentlest, Goethals’s style involved a heavy dose of paternalism. Goethals liked to present himself as a 
fatherly figure, proudly opening his office every Sunday morning to hear anyone’s grievance. The rather saintly portrait of 
him in the biography by Joseph Bucklin Bishop and Farnham Bishop describes the chief’s open-door policy as an exercise 
in egalitarianism, a $5,000-a-year engineer sitting contentedly next to a Jamaican laundress or Spanish tracklayer as 
petitioners waited for their moment with the colonel. Marie Gorgas saw it differently, comparing Goethals’s behavior 
during his office hours to that of a “Venetian doge” or a “patriarchal despot.”42 

Goethals did take seriously the complaints made during his open hours. With a full-time inspector working to investigate 
problems and recommend solutions, including any discipline or punishment deemed necessary, his administration 
constituted a full-fledged grievance office combined with an independent tribunal. Records maintained by T. B. Miskimon, 
Goethals’s inspector, provide a world of insight into the Zone’s daily affairs. ICC employees and their wives complained 
about everything from drunken or adulterous neighbors to fraudulent commissary managers, insulting foremen, cruel 
policemen, blackmailing supervisors, women of ill repute, gamblers, abusive spouses, salesmen bearing indecent 
photographs, and a judge who engaged in sexual harassment. Miskimon dutifully investigated each case and 
recommended a solution to his boss. In one case where Miskimon found fraud involving commissary books, Goethals 
suspended the men responsible without pay for fifteen days. When a yardmaster of the Panama Railroad was accused by 
a colleague of working while intoxicated, Miskimon’s detailed investigation resulted in a six-page report for Goethals, in 
which the inspector concluded that while the yardmaster certainly imbibed, the charge of intoxication on the job may 
well have been the creation of his jealous and hostile colleague. Thousands of similar examples suggest the challenge of 
maintaining order in the Canal Zone, with its complicated and diverse cultures.°2 

Even Goethals’s admiring biographers noted that he could be strict and unyielding, and the workingmen and -women of 
the Zone more often saw that side of him. Goethals quickly acquired a reputation (which he relished) for toughness with 
workers, particularly if they attempted to negotiate with him as part of an organization rather than as individuals. For 
years he refused to recognize unions or meet with any committee representing the workforce. He proudly declared that 
in his earlier jobs, “We did not deal with unions; we did not employ unions; we employed individuals and dealt with them 
individually.” When railroad workers in the Canal Zone attempted to organize in 1908, Goethals refused to meet with 
them. Conferring with one leader of their committee, he explained his refusal: “I will not take another man’s word for 
another man’s grievance. If you have a grievance you are the man who can talk to me intelligently about it.” This policy 
continued for years, until President William Howard Taft declared Goethals’s position unacceptable, since “organized 
labor was recognized everywhere.” Taft required that Goethals either meet with labor representatives or allow the 


appointment of a special labor commissioner to handle workers’ grievances. Amid much grumbling, and desiring to avoid 
the appointment of a labor commissioner at any cost, Goethals agreed to meet with committees of workers. Even then, 
he insisted that most grievances be presented to him not through unions but through individuals making use of his open 
door on Sunday mornings.4 
In 1910 a locomotive engineer was convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to a year in the penitentiary 
because of a train accident that killed a man. At a mass meeting, transportation workers demanded that the engineer be 
released from prison and threatened to strike if their demand was not met. Goethals refused and declared, “I will take no 
action in response to the demand of a mob.” Any man who failed to show up for work the next day would be transported 
immediately back to the United States. The threatened strike did not materialize.22 Although government officials 
commented often and publicly on the affection Zonians felt for Goethals, the latter’s reliance on deportation, police spies, 
and vagrancy laws for controlling his workers suggested a different side to his rule. The observation of the Zone 
policeman Harry Franck, who conceded Goethals’s popularity, is worth keeping in mind: “That he is omnipotent—on the 
Zone—not many will deny; a few have questioned—and landed in the States a week later much less joyous but far 
wiser.”=3 

THE SILVER AND GOLD SYSTEM 
The most important tool the U.S. government relied on for controlling and managing the Canal Zone’s workers and 
residents was a system of segregation, and this system reveals how Americans struggled to adapt domestic policies to the 
“strange needs” of the isthmus. Although the origins of the segregation system are somewhat unclear, its roots 
apparently lay in long-standing practice on the U.S.-built Panamanian railroad to pay unskilled workers with Panamanian 
silver and skilled workers with U.S. gold currency. When the United States began construction, the story goes, a 
disbursing officer slapped up signs designating “gold” and “silver” on the pay cars, and gradually the differential pay scale 
evolved into segregation. Initially, bosses would reward productive employees by shifting them, regardless of their race, 
ethnicity, or nationality, from the silver to the gold payroll. Gradually, it hardened into a system of segregation 
comparable in some ways to the U.S. practice of Jim Crow. Segregation came to shape every aspect of life in the Zone, 
from work to housing, leisure activities, sexual relationships, and shopping. One would see, for example, large signs at the 
commissaries denoting the silver and gold entrances. The government paid silver employees far less, fed them 
unappetizing food, and housed them in substandard shacks. Gold workers earned very high wages and terrific benefits, 
including six weeks of paid vacation leave every year, one month of paid sick leave every year, and a free pass for travel 
within the Zone once each month. The government also developed an attractive social life and provided it at no or low 
cost to white American employees, hiring bands and vaudeville acts to perform regularly throughout the Zone and 
building grounds for baseball and other sports. Clubhouses provided white Americans with reading rooms, bowling alleys, 
and gymnasiums. The government allowed only white U.S. citizens to enjoy these leisure activities.>4 
Although the silver and gold system became central to the industrial environment of the Canal Zone, officials apparently 
felt conflicted and confused about its precise purpose and the principles that should govern it. Amid the confusion, 
however, racial justifications repeatedly came up. Some people, like the influential C. A. McIlvaine, Goethals’s executive 
secretary, believed it was meant to show quickly how many blacks or whites the government employed at any time, or to 
avoid conflicts between workers of different races. Others argued segregation would enhance efforts at sanitation and 
disease eradication by separating outsiders from those native to tropical areas. A more common explanation attributed 
the system to long-standing worries that white men could not withstand the tropical climate (giving them, for example, 
extended paid vacations so they could return home). When an engineer inquired whether it was acceptable to have 
foreigners on the gold roll (by which he meant non-U:S. citizens), the assistant chief engineer J. G. Sullivan responded, 
“The great distinction between gold and silver basis is that employes on a gold basis are given vacations every year, in 
which to go to the States to recuperate. The point that | have always maintained is that in deciding whether or not a 
white foreigner, or semi-white foreigner (Dago) should be put on a gold basis is the fact as to whether or not they would 
take or whether or not they need, a trip to the States every year.” In other words, Sullivan argued, the system should 
remain as fluid as possible, leaving decisions about where workers belonged up to the officials in charge. There were 
several Canadians among the nurses, Sullivan noted, and an English foreman came to mind, and he did not think it 
feasible to move all of them off the gold roll.22 
Over time, however, the system became more rigid and more emphatically—but never exclusively—a racial hierarchy. 
This was a murky evolution, difficult to delineate, but upon closer examination some key steps in the process emerge. As 
early as September 1905, E. S. Benson, the general auditor of the Canal Zone, wrote to Governor Charles Magoon that 
officials in some departments were giving “silver employes a promotion by putting them on the gold roll... . [This] is 
being done as a mark of favor to certain employes, who may be negroes, the idea being that if a man is on the gold roll he 
has a certain amount of prestige which he would not otherwise secure.” Benson argued that promoting men in this 
manner was unsatisfactory from “an accounting standpoint when we undertake to distribute certain classes of 
expenditures between the Departments and Divisions based on the relative number of gold and silver employes.” He 
asked that it be discontinued. John Stevens, then the chief engineer, agreed and issued an order forbidding the practice.*2 


|“ 


A year later Stevens issued another order. He now required that all “colored employes” be shifted from the gold to the 
silver roll. He wanted them to see no decrease in their pay; he merely wanted them to serve on the silver rather than the 
gold payroll. He also excluded “colored” employees who were U.S. citizens from this order but, remarkably, only if they 
had received labor contracts in the United States that stipulated they were being hired on the gold roll. Any other African 
Americans would, like West Indians, be transferred unceremoniously to the silver roll.22 

Some officials found this drawing of the racial line to be inconvenient, rude, or threatening to productivity. Most 
controversial was the issue of skilled workers from the West Indies—did they belong on the gold roll or the silver roll? 
Henry Burnett, for example, the manager of the Canal Zone commissaries, protested: “It would, | think, be very impolitic 
to separate all of the Commissary employees, by color putting all the colored men on the silver roll. They would naturally 
feel it to be in a measure, a humiliation.” He added that he had several valuable “colored clerks” who drew higher salaries 
than some white clerks. Likewise, George Brooke, superintendent of motive power and machinery, responded to 
Stevens’s order by saying he had earlier moved many “colored men” from the gold to the silver roll, and “by doing so | 
lost a number of excellent men on account of their seriously objecting to begin put on an equality with the ordinary 
colored laborer.” Those still on the gold roll, he argued, “are our best colored men remaining, and | have hesitated about 
arbitrarily placing them on the silver basis for the reason that | should probably lose more or less of them.” Brooke had 
twelve West Indians working for him on the gold roll in such occupations as machinist, blacksmith, boilermaker, and 
coppersmith. Most hailed from Martinique, but some came from St. Lucia, Guadeloupe, Antigua, and Jamaica. These were 
most likely men who had gained experience in the French era of canal construction, which had enabled them to move 
into skilled positions. John Stevens remained firm, conceding only that a few Afro-Caribbean clerks and “colored 
policemen, school teachers, and postmasters” could remain on the gold roll. As officials saw it, these latter groups 
performed key functions and therefore needed some authority and prestige to do their jobs effectively. 

As leadership passed from Stevens to Goethals in the spring of 1907, officials continued working to clarify the system, 
stymied, often, by the complicated ethnic and racial character of the Zone’s population. Soon after arriving, Goethals took 
steps to ensure that white employees would not have to stand in line at the same window as black West Indians to 
receive their pay. Meanwhile, officials sought guidance for ways to identify individuals’ race and thus best fit them into 
the segregation system. Hiram Slifer, the manager of the Panama Railroad, wrote in consternation that some of his 
employees greatly resented their transfer to the silver roll. He seemed especially troubled by a man born in Demerara 
who claimed to be white. Slifer noted, “There are a number of definitions in the States as to what shall constitute a negro, 
but | do not believe that we want to go into this subject too deep.” Yet he wondered how the commission was handling 
the matter. The racial issue was creating awkward relations, he declared, particularly in places like the commissary, where 
they had now divided the gold and silver employees into different areas: “We have already had one or two cases where 
people who were a little off color have had some difficulty with our employees as to which side of the house they should 
deal on.” Jackson Smith, head of the Department of Labor, Quarters, and Subsistence, commented: “We endeavor to 
keep those of undoubted black or mixture on the silver rolls.” However, if someone from the West Indies claims to be 
white, then “we place him on the silver roll as a foreigner who has no claim upon us for more than temporary 
employment, or employment only until we can fill his place with a citizen of the United States.”>2 

Officials thus faced two distinct but related issues as they struggled to articulate the meaning and function of segregation. 
One involved race (the effort to move all “colored” employees to the silver roll) and the other citizenship (the problem of 
“white” foreigners on the gold roll). In 1908, President Roosevelt issued an executive order that elevated the latter as the 
key principle, stipulating that gold roll employment would be limited to U.S. citizens except in cases where none were 
available. Roosevelt later added that Panamanian citizens would also be eligible for gold jobs (in deference to 
Panamanian leaders who complained that, as the canal was being built across their nation, their citizens should have 
access to jobs on the gold roll). In 1909 Goethals got the last word, re-interpreting Roosevelt’s executive order in ways 
that defined the system by citizenship and by race. The gold system would consist of all American citizens and “a few 
Panamanians.” Other “white employees” (i.e., not native to the tropics) could be employed when white U.S. citizens were 
not available. Goethals specifically addressed the matter of African Americans and declared that they should all ideally be 
carried on the silver roll (although some, he conceded, could remain on the gold roll).© 

These rather tortured attempts to make segregation more consistent and principled were complicated by a few 
fascinating exceptions. The first involved the legacies of U.S. imperialism. After Roosevelt’s declaration that only U.S. 
citizens should be hired on the gold roll, some alert officials raised the problem of Puerto Ricans. George Weitzel, for 
example, the U.S. chargé d’affaires in Panama, noted that several Puerto Ricans were seeking reemployment on the 
Panama Railroad. He argued that although Puerto Ricans were not citizens, they were “wards of the nation” and “entitled 
to the protection of the United States.” He recommended Puerto Ricans be given preference for jobs over any other 
foreigners. Goethals agreed, thus ensuring that colonial subjects would benefit from their status. 

A more puzzling, albeit rare, quandary emerged for officials when a few white U.S. citizens desired jobs as common 
laborers in the Atlantic division of the Canal Zone. The clerk in charge asked if hiring them would be acceptable to 
Goethals and, if so, how they should be classified. Goethals’s executive secretary, C. A. Mcllvaine, thought through the 


issues for his boss: “I suppose that, viewed from a strictly impersonal, cold-blooded standpoint, no distinction should be 
made between white Americans employed as laborers, and aliens. At the same time it does seem rather hard to herd an 
American citizen with the class of men engaged on this work as laborers.” Thus he advised giving the men status as gold 
roll workers and housing them in gold apartments: “I think that American citizens should be in a preferred class and 
doubtless these cases will be very few.” Goethals agreed and ordered that white American laborers be paid on the gold 
roll and that housing be found for them so that “they need not come in contact with the alien laborers.” Gradually, the 
problem disappeared as white Americans grasped that laborers’ jobs were not meant for them. The policeman Harry 
Franck confessed he had arrived in the Zone “with the hope of shouldering a shovel and descending into the canal with 
other workmen, that | might some day solemnly raise my right hand and boast, ‘I helped dig IT.’ But that was in the callow 
days before |... learned the awful gulf that separates the sacred white American from the rest of the Canal Zone 
world.” 
Meanwhile, when Roosevelt in 1908 articulated citizenship as the central principle in the workings of the silver and gold 
system, Goethals and his subordinates began purging aliens from the gold roll. Goethals ordered department heads to 
submit lists of foreigners employed on the gold roll and, when possible, shift them to the silver roll. Large-scale purges 
occurred when reductions of force became necessary—for example, when officials reorganized a division or department. 
Throughout this process not only did many West Indians lose their jobs or face demotion to the silver roll; Germans, 
Frenchmen, Britons, and other northern Europeans did so as well. Britain’s diplomatic representative in Panama reported 
that excellent employees faced dismissal because of this “selfish policy.” Englishmen had complained to him, he said, that 
after their dismissal they had “walked from one end to the other of the canal works and the first question that is put to 
them is ‘what nationality are you? .. .’ When they answer that they are English they receive the answer that ‘only 
Americans need apply.’”” U.S. officials began requiring that any worker on the gold roll who “appeared to be an alien” 
submit naturalization papers to prove his or her U.S. citizenship. Numerous debates occurred among government officials 
regarding the degree to which efficiency should be sacrificed in order to comply with the executive order, and many 
department heads pushed hard—but usually unsuccessfully—to keep aliens on the gold roll.@ 
The government officials’ growing emphasis on citizenship had clear racial implications. Goethals indicated this when he 
responded to a protest from white workers about the government’s employing “colored” engineers on the Panama 
Railroad: “We cannot very well draw a color line, but we can limit the employment of engineers to American citizens.” 
Goethals’s treatment of African Americans demonstrates that the system was never purely about citizenship—officials’ 
protests notwithstanding. After 1907 government officials would no longer hire African Americans on the gold roll, 
although in most cases they allowed the few existing ones to remain in their positions. Officials created a special status 
for African Americans, which categorized them as silver workers but gave them privileges like paid vacations as a meager 
acknowledgment of their citizenship. At the same time officials enforced racial segregation off the job, excluding African 
Americans from YMCA clubhouses and from cafeterias intended for whites. D. D. Gaillard, a division engineer, summed it 
up in 1909: “It is not the policy of this Division to employ negroes or aliens.” 

“LIFE IS NOT SUCH A HARDSHIP IN THE ZONE!” 
Between 1904 and 1908 the three chief engineers established the basic design of the canal, made considerable progress 
on the construction, and built the infrastructure needed to house and feed tens of thousands of workers. Particularly 
under the leadership of Stevens and Goethals, the Canal Zone became a more comfortable place to live, especially for 
white Americans, and its look would remain much the same until the flooding of Gatun Lake began in 1912 and the 
surrounding towns were abandoned. Entire settlements emerged where none had existed before, and others were 
expanded. The Canal Zone became dotted with towns, most of which had American sections as well as labor camps for 
various ethnic groups. At each end of the isthmus, the Americans had built themselves a town—Cristobal alongside Col6n, 
and Ancon alongside Panama City. 
Following the tour that visitors took across the isthmus may help us to visualize the complex world of the Canal Zone. The 
British traveler Winifred James described in her 1913 book The Mulberry Tree how it felt to arrive by ship at the Atlantic 
side of Panama. She was caught off guard both by “dank and dripping” Col6én and by the small encampment she passed 
known as Monte Lirio, in which West Indian employees were housed in railroad boxcars fitted with wire doors. By 
contrast, American settlements like Cristobal became known for their scenic wide avenues and, most of all, for “the 
famous screened houses that safeguard the white man in Panama, the only form of architecture to be found in the whole 
of the Canal Zone.” The wood houses with corrugated iron roofs, a wide veranda running along three sides, and wrapped 
entirely around with a fine copper wire screen, she said, reminded her of giant meat safes or aviaries. James was struck 
by the contrast between Colon and Cristobal. The former, home primarily to West Indians, felt like a “ramshackle” place 
to her, but it was also loud and lively. Late into the night people strolled about, listening to a band in the park, buying 
lottery tickets, or pausing for a drink at a bar. Cristobal, just down the road, was quiet and lovely. As her rented carriage 
toured that town’s streets, she admired the lights with red or green lamp shades glowing softly inside the copper mesh of 
the “aviaries,” and she could hear rhythmic ocean waves hitting the shore. 
The next day James awoke and, like most tourists, caught a train across the isthmus from Col6n to Panama City. The trip 


took two and a half hours, with stops in most towns of the Zone along the way.“Every station,” she noted, “is alive with 
people of every colour.” As her train departed Colon and entered the Zone, it passed through a West Indian labor camp 
with large two-story dwellings complete with balconies (but no copper screening) alongside the railroad tracks: “In these 
houses scores of families live together, and on the verandahs and balconies everything happens.” Her train headed 
southwest through the isthmus, passing through the old town of Gatun and the twenty-three-mile stretch that would one 
day be submerged under Gatun Lake. She watched as the train wove in and out of dense jungle, stopping at labor camps 
like Bohio and Frijoles; passing by Camp Elliott, the headquarters of the Marines (“where the Stars and Stripes were first 
flown in the Zone”); and moving onward to the major towns of Gorgona, Culebra, and Empire. These last three were at 
the heart of the Zone, each of them nestled around the gaping Culebra Cut. Gorgona was said to have more and bigger 
machine shops than anywhere else in the world, while Culebra served as headquarters of the administrators and 
engineers. At the town of Empire, the largest in the Zone, James observed how “the words ‘Welcome to Empire,’ done in 
letters man-size .. . greet you hospitably, while on the hill, and all around, flock the gigantic meat-safes of dark gauze in 
white painted wood frames.” 

Soon after her train passed Gorgona, James could see the Chagres River and then the beginning of Culebra Cut. She found 
the cut to be “like something seen through the wrong end of a telescope.” She observed the trains and steam shovels 
rushing back and forth: “And over the face of everything crawls a swarm of little ants that might be men or men that 
might be little ants. One feels like Gulliver in Lilliput.” She felt “dazed and stupefied” by the huge scope of the excavation 
job in the cut and noted especially “the curious manner in which the men and the machines seemed to have changed 
places; the men had become machines, the machines were uncannily like men.”©&2 

Onward her train went, passing more labor towns, boxcar settlements, tenements housing Spaniards and Greeks, 
screened “aviaries,” and Pedro Miguel and Miraflores, the towns that would someday provide a home to enormous locks. 
She finally arrived in Panama City and grabbed a coach that took her back into the Zone, up the hill to Ancon, to deposit 
her at the Hotel Tivoli, the fine residence built by the United States to house visitors: “In the great cool hall crowds of 
people are sitting and standing and lining up three deep at the booking-office. Negro bell-boys, dressed in the height of 
certain American fashions, with low-cut, bulldog-toed shoes, tied with sash ribbons, and enormously full trousers turned 
up at the hem, go ceaselessly up and down the double staircase, carrying bags and showing people to their rooms in the 
galleries above.” 

James was impressed by the Americans’ determination to civilize the Canal Zone: “The American ‘roughs it’ superbly. His 
desert is made to blossom immediately with all the products of the most modern civilization. . . . The first things with 
which he plants his jungle are telephones, ice-boxes, and porcelain baths.” Of all these, she argued, the icebox was the 
most important: “Who ever heard of an American without an icebox? It is his country’s emblem. It asserts his nationality 
as conclusively as the Stars and Stripes afloat from his roof-tree, besides being much more useful in keeping his butter 
cool.” James concluded: “The ordinary tourist has every reason to be very grateful to the American for . . . his magnificent 
way of bringing the tropics to heel.” Another British traveler, Charlotte Cameron, put the matter less sardonically: “The 
U.S. have done more than make a new route for commerce. They have put in training a race of overseas Americans who 
will one day rival our own Indian administration.”-©2 

Gradually, American journalists joined travelers like Winifred James in describing the Canal Zone’s civilization as 
impressive. In Cristobal, according to a writer in the trade union magazine Steam Shovel and Dredge, living conditions 
“are not only bearable but so attractive that one thinks he would like to live there.” On the train “one finds himself in 
thoroughly up-to-date coaches, seated among his own race, and altogether it is as if one were taking a summer ride 
through suburbs of Chicago on trains of the Northwestern or Illinois Central. Only when one looks out of the windows and 
sees the tropical, luxuriant foliage and thatched cabins of natives perched on the hills is he made to realize that he is in 
the tropics 2000 miles from home.” This writer described how the wives and daughters of canal employees waited at 
each train station for their menfolk, dressed in lovely summer dresses and hats and waving at the passing trains, thus 
suggesting to him how “Americanized” the towns throughout the Zone had become. Best of all, he noted, “the fact that 
work trains carry the Jamaican and Barbadian negroes to and from their work along the canal makes it unnecessary for 
the casual tourist to mingle with these types en route. Life is not such a hardship in the Zone!” Likewise, a British traveler 
noticed as she crossed the isthmus by train, “It seems as though we must be dreaming, so curious is the contrast between 
the highly-civilized train in which we are travelling and the wild luxuriance of the country through which it is carrying 
us.”20 

As these quotations suggest, the Isthmus of Panama was pervaded by the appearance and the reality of boundaries, 
themselves generated by notions of difference based on class, gender, race, and nationality. There existed many different 
“Zones” on the isthmus. There was the zone of women versus that of men, the zone of American citizens versus that of 
foreigners, and the zone of white people versus that of people of color. The isthmus during the construction era was a 
hierarchical world, and even among white women or white men there were different levels of status and social or cultural 
acceptance. Such boundaries shaped relations between groups, and between them and the U.S. government. 
Furthermore, accepting these boundaries of difference or deciding when or where to contest or transgress them would 


become central to life in the Zone. 

One of the most important and yet most frequently crossed boundaries was that between the Canal Zone and the 
Republic of Panama. Panama never became a colony of the United States, and American troops did not invade the nation 
as they did Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Instead, the republic became a protectorate of the United States and a 
model for the sort of neocolonialism that would dominate U.S. efforts to control the Caribbean and Central America in 
the twentieth century. ICC officials, U.S. diplomats, and military personnel all became deeply involved in Panama’s affairs, 
and the relationship between Panama and the United States, involving as it did a tense and constant negotiation over 
sovereignty, sometimes grew explosive. Over the years, while the Canal Zone gradually became an “Americanized” and 
rigorously civilized world, Panama continued to seem to Americans different, exotic, and uncivilized. The Zone policeman 
Harry Franck described leaving the ICC administration building one day in Ancon, the American town just outside Panama 
City. He took a shortcut down the mountainside and suddenly entered “a foreign land.” He had unknowingly crossed an 
international boundary and entered the Republic of Panama. He knew he had left the Zone because of “the instant 
change from the trim, screened Zone buildings, each in its green lawn, to the featureless architecture of a city where 
grass is all but unknown; for the formalities of crossing the frontier are the same as those of crossing any village street.” 
Travelers would gain their bearings, Franck advised, by checking to see whether a Zone policeman wearing khaki patrolled 
the sidewalk, or a black policeman (that is, a Panamanian) in a dark blue uniform and a heavy, wintry helmet. Alcohol was 
highly regulated in the Zone, while gambling and prostitution were forbidden and rigorously suppressed. Leaving the Zone 
and crossing into Panama, Americans delighted in finding “everything ‘wide open’ and raging,” particularly in the red-light 
district of Panama City known as Cocoa Grove. The journey to Cocoa Grove, where the streets were filled with saloons, 
brothels, Chinese shops, and lottery ticket sellers, provided Americans with an easy escape from the regimented Zone. 
(Panamanians crossing into the Zone, on the other hand, found themselves suddenly subject to the discipline and 
sometimes punishment enforced by a vastly superior power.) This particular boundary crossing, with its rich meanings 
and opportunities for exotic diversions, excitement, and, often, contests over power, emerged as a central motif of life on 
the isthmus.2 


AMERICAN OFFICIALS felt compelled on the Isthmus of Panama to adapt the machinery of their home civilization to 
“strange needs.” They wanted to create an industrialized, efficient, and autocratic world, and they used police, spies, and 
segregation in hopes of maintaining order and keeping workers focused on the job. Officials sought, in short, to create a 
form of government they deemed suited to the isthmus, a benevolent despotism that would allow them to assert control 
and subordinate everything to the demands of construction. Yet, sensible as it must have seemed to officials, this was an 
impossible goal. Shifting the focus away from them and onto the world of those who actually built the canal makes clear 
how difficult it would be for the officials to achieve their goal. The people of the Isthmus of Panama, both within and 
beyond the Canal Zone, saw different ways of doing things. They came to the construction project for their own reasons 
and with different goals in mind. In unexpected ways, they challenged, shook, and transformed the vision of Goethals and 
his peers. The white American workingmen and workingwomen of the Zone, the people presumed by officials to be their 
most steady allies, provide our first step into understanding this world. 


CHAPTER TWO 

“BS | AM A TRUE AMERICAN” 
IN 1905, R. B. Elliott, a white American working on the gold payroll as railroad yardmaster in the Panama Canal Zone, was 
fired from his job. Soon thereafter the U.S. government deported him from the Zone and back to the United States. Like 
many other skilled U.S. workers in the Zone during the difficult early days of 1904 and 1905, Elliott was unhappy about his 
working and living conditions. Homesick, scared of disease, and angry about long hours, dangerous conditions, foul food, 
and lousy quarters, skilled workers had expected better when they got to Panama. It was “not a white man’s country,” 
they declared, and while the dampness and tropical heat sapped their strength, precious few diversions existed to help 
them enjoy their leisure time. Government officials faced “open expressions of discontent and grumbling on the part of 
the employees in the Canal Zone and frequent resignations.”* With dissatisfaction widespread, some workers began 
organizing for change. Elliott was one among this group of men, most of them skilled railroad workers, steam-shovel men, 
miners, or carpenters, and he gradually emerged as the movement’s leader. 
By all accounts, Elliott was an intelligent and thoughtful man, well liked and respected. An undercover policeman chatted 
with him one day and reported that he was “a quiet, sensible, straightforward man. | would not class him as an agitator, 
as during the time | kept track of him he carried himself as a man should.” He drank only a little and didn’t engage in 
unruly behavior. “Regarding this movement of which he is the head, he is acting straightforwardly and refuses to 
countenance any talk of strike or disorder.”2 
Yet however likable Elliott may have been, his activities raised the ire of government officials. The fact that some of the 
men involved seemed to lack Elliott’s quiet touch didn’t help matters. In early March at the Hotel Vienna in Culebra, a 
town positioned near the most dangerous part of the construction project, some workers convened and demanded a 
strike. One worker argued that their status as government employees should not prevent them from striking. As evidence 
he noted the workers’ recent militancy at the Brooklyn Navy Yard: “Remember the strike against the U.S. when the 
Battleship Connecticut was being built.” As the discussion grew more heated, one disgruntled worker began shouting out 
“Dynamite!” Others demurred, saying “before they would strike against the U.S., they would just quit and hit the trail 
back to civilization.” Yet all seemed to agree on their main demands: they wanted an eight-hour day, a six-day week, time 
and a half for overtime, better housing, and equal pay for a job regardless of a man’s color or where he had received his 
appointment. The latter demands reflected not an effort to include the interests of West Indian workers in their 
movement, but rather a determination by skilled white men to protect their privileged position: if government officials 
agreed to pay all workers the same rate regardless of race, they would desire even more vigorously to hire only whites 
since they would consider the West Indians unworthy of such high pay. Aware that police spies were surely present in the 
room, most workers conceded that they would obey all laws as well as the U.S. Constitution, yet they stressed that their 
rights as American citizens entitled them to better treatment. 
The movement gradually attracted more recruits as representatives from each of the trades began meeting secretly, 
away from the prying eyes of policemen. They hoped to create a federation of all the skilled trades and present their 
demands to the chief engineer, John Wallace. Elliott remained the most active, hustling through the different towns and 
camps, talking to the men, encouraging them to join his movement. He was aided by a locomotive engineer and a miner, 
both of whom had served with Roosevelt’s Rough Riders in Cuba. Meanwhile, police spies were furiously shadowing each 
of the leaders, as foremen and supervisors searched for reasons to fire them. 
By March 17, officials had found—or concocted—their reasons. Elliott’s boss fired him for irregularities in his employees’ 
time cards. Another activist, the miner J. C. Virden, lost his job a couple of days later, supposedly for detonating too 
powerful a charge of dynamite.2 Two other leaders resigned their jobs under mysterious circumstances. One, a conductor 
named Chubb, reportedly drank constantly the next few days until finally leaving the Zone for Panama. Even without their 
jobs, however, Elliott and the others continued to organize. On March 19, Elliott declared to workers meeting at the Hotel 
Vienna, “Congress asks for eight hours and we should have it. The ‘big men’ in Panama are no fools and they will work 
you ten hours until we demand eight.” Police spies reported to ICC officials that dissatisfaction over long hours and low 
wages was widespread. Police chief George Shanton ordered Elliott shadowed constantly—any threat he might make 
against the commission was to be reported immediately, so that he could be arrested. One spy reported that “the 
discharge of Elliott has put a damper on the feelings of the more timid ones, and without his leadership the organization 
would not hold together.”® Elliott tried one more tactic, visiting the office of the U.S. minister in Panama, John Barrett, to 
complain about conditions. Unbeknownst to him, however, John Wallace was visiting Barrett’s office when Elliott arrived. 
Staying hidden, Wallace advised the minister to tell Elliott he could do nothing, and suggest instead that Elliott simply talk 
with his supervisor.2 
With the main leaders neutralized, the movement disintegrated. Yet officials were still not finished with Elliott. Several 
weeks later they intercepted letters he had written that demonstrated, they claimed, that he intended to engage in a 
counterfeiting scheme. The government soon deported Elliott and he returned to the United States. In 1906 he surfaced 
one last time. Working now as a switchman for the Illinois Central Railroad in New Orleans, Elliott met with the 
misfortune of an inquisitive boss. Word somehow had gotten out about his activities in the Canal Zone. His employer 


wrote the Canal Zone government for information about his record. Police chief Shanton quickly, and no doubt happily, 
responded: “He was a labor agitator, and caused the Isthmian Canal Commission, and the Police Department in particular, 
a great deal of trouble by his repeated attempts to organise labor unions, cause strikes, etc.” Shanton concluded that 
Elliott was an “all-round dangerous man.”® Presumably, Elliott was soon forced to seek another job. 
Although he succeeded in killing Elliott’s organizing effort, chief engineer John Wallace apparently did consider the 
workers’ grievances. He felt compelled to ask the ICC back in Washington, D.C., for guidance. He had believed, he said, 
that skilled men could be worked longer than eight hours a day, and he felt this to be necessary for the construction work 
to proceed efficiently. In fact, however, Wallace learned to his shock not only that he must observe the eight-hour day for 
all American citizens but also that he could be fined by the government if he failed to do so.2 On the matter of hours, at 
least, Wallace gave in to the workers’ demands. 

THE ROUGHNECKS’ WORLD 
The skilled American workers proved a constant irritation for officials like Wallace. Their labor and skills were desperately 
needed, and they seemed always to be in short supply, particularly during the early years, when yellow fever caused 
many to board a ship back to the United States soon after arriving. Because of this, and because of the danger of their 
jobs, Wallace had to pay them higher wages than he felt they deserved. As he saw it, skilled workers were terribly 
coddled by the government, and despite this they constantly complained. In a letter to the chairman of the ICC, Wallace 
explained how he perceived his skilled workers: “A great many of the young men who come to the Isthmus have been 
moved by a spirit of adventure. They have heard of this wonderful country, and are anxious to enlarge their knowledge of 
it, .. . but arriving here, and surrounded as they are by the conditions that exist, without diversions, without home 
influences, and especially without the influence of wives, mothers, and sisters, they become discontented and homesick.” 
Worst of all, they seemed to think the United States would pay to send them back home again if unhappiness drove them 
to quit. To the workers’ displeasure, this was most definitely not the case.*2 
Soon after ordering the deportation of Elliott, Wallace left the isthmus as well. His resignation had many causes—by all 
accounts he was overwhelmed by the job and not performing well or making much progress. But the skilled workers and 
their demands were certainly a source of frustration to him. Two years later Wallace testified to Congress about 
conditions on the isthmus and dismissed the skilled workers’ grievances: those who complained, he argued, “expected to 
swing in a hamock and sip mint julips and smoke cigarettes and be fanned, and all that sort of thing. There was no man 
down there that came ... to do real work .. . that made any complaint of the way they were fed or the way they were 
housed.”++ 
Wallace’s disdain was shared by many other elites in the Canal Zone, who had innumerable nicknames for skilled workers, 
most of them unflattering. “Roughnecks” was the most popular, though they also called them “huskies,” “tropical 
tramps,” “mechanics,” “vagabonds,” or “soldiers of fortune.”22_ Perhaps no one disliked the roughnecks more than the 
engineers and other white-collar employees did. These college-educated professionals dressed in clean white shirts and 
worked mostly in spacious, brightly lit offices, yet circumstances often forced them to live alongside the steam-shovel and 
railroad men. One such professional was Roland Singer, a young electrical engineer who left his home in Lewisburg, Ohio, 
for the Zone. He found he had nothing in common with the “roughnecks,” as he habitually referred to them, and yet he 
had no choice but to share a life with them and pretend to be friendly. Writing to his mother, Roland described the 
situation: “Every Sunday night about 10:30 p.m. there are about 8 or 16 fellows come home from spending the day in 
Panama City. Then they congregate out on the porch in front of the room and adjoining me and cuss and swear and talk 
about the price fight and hoar houses until 12 p.m. o’clock at night. | sure am getting sick of it.” He singled out the steam- 
shovel men as especially disagreeable. They lacked education and common sense, he declared, yet “they are making from 
$125 to $200 per month so you may know just how overbearing and repulsive they seem to me.” Spending much of his 
time applying and hoping for a good job back in the States so he could escape the Canal Zone, his letters home sprinkled 
with references to church and Sunday school, Roland expressed particular shock at having to share quarters with so many 
“heathens”: “I don’t mean the natives either. . . . Don’t know which | hate worse a Jew or a Catholic.” The “Catholic 
boys” —most likely Irish American workers—seemed the ones most likely to waste their money on gambling, alcohol, and 
whorehouses in Cocoa Grove.+2 
The policeman and census taker Harry Franck was more generous spirited, but he shared Roland Singer’s impression of 
the roughnecks. Franck referred to the skilled worker as “a bull-necked, whole-hearted, hard-headed, cast-iron fellow... 
a fine fellow in his way, but you sometimes wish his way branched off from yours for a few hours, when bedtime or a 
mood for quiet musing comes. He is a man you are glad to meet in a saloon—if you are in a mood to be there—or tearing 
away at the cliffs of Culebra; but there are other places where he does not seem exactly to fit into the landscape.” Franck 
uncomfortably shared a bachelor dormitory with many roughnecks. After supper at a hotel, he explained, he would come 
home, where “seven phonographs were striking up their seven kinds of ragtime on seven sides of us; and it was the small 
hours before the poker games, carried on in much the same spirit as Comanche warfare, broke up through all the house.” 
The house wouldn’t grow quiet until 4:30 a.m., and soon thereafter “a jarring chorus of alarm clocks wrought new 
upheaval.”+4 
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As these stories suggest, the world of male U.S. citizens working on the canal was a complex and hierarchical one. In 
1912, according to the U.S. Census, the ICC and the Panama Railroad together employed just over forty-eight hundred 
male U.S. citizens. Another thousand were employed by independent contractors in the Zone, especially McClintic- 
Marshall, the company building the lock gates. They came from all over the United States, but most came from 
northeastern and midwestern industrialized states like New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. Almost half of these men, 
about twenty-five hundred, were married, and of these nearly eighteen hundred had wives living with them in the Zone 
and keeping house for them. Initially officials discouraged families from coming, but by 1906 they had realized the 
presence of women and children would comfort these men and civilize and stabilize conditions in the Zone. Increasingly, 
they encouraged American families to make the trip by doubling the amount of free housing and furnishings allotted to 
male workers if joined by their wives.+2 

Atop the hierarchy of U.S. employees were men who performed the supervisory tasks and made the major design and 
labor management decisions: the commissioners and their surveyors, doctors, civil engineers, superintendents, 
draftsmen, timekeepers, mechanical and electrical engineers, foremen and sub-foremen, supervisors, clerks, accountants, 
store managers, stenographers, and disbursers. Almost all of these jobs were restricted to white American men. 
Timekeepers and foremen played a crucial role, and there was a multitude of them. Already by 1907, as excavation got 
aggressively under way, for example, the Culebra division of the Department of Dredging and Excavation alone had forty- 
two timekeepers and more than two hundred gold roll foremen (plus dozens more silver roll foremen).*2 

One important step below these white-collar employees in the hierarchy of labor were the men referred to as 
roughnecks. This in itself was a vast and diverse world, including steam-shovel and railroad engineers, crane operators, 
conductors, firemen, brakemen, yardmasters, train masters, electricians, teamsters, machinists, blacksmiths, miners (to 
oversee the drilling and placement of dynamite), boilermakers, pattern makers, carpenters, iron molders, bricklayers, 
painters, plumbers, pipe fitters, wiremen, and telegraphers. More highly skilled workers like steam-shovel and railroad 
engineers were paid a monthly salary, while most construction and machine shop workers were paid an hourly rate 
ranging from forty-four to seventy-five cents. A gulf separated those paid on a monthly versus an hourly basis, to the 
great consternation of the hourly men. Workers on a monthly salary received significant perks, including the highly 
desirable six weeks of paid vacation. Hourly workers were eligible for a six-week vacation, but they received pay for only 
two of the six weeks. On the other hand, monthly workers were expected to work longer than eight hours per day 
without receiving overtime, while hourly workers received overtime for working longer than eight hours and for working 
on holidays and Sundays. The hourly employees, especially machinists, blacksmiths, pattern makers, boilermakers, and 
molders, greatly resented the lack of six weeks of paid vacation and the lower status it suggested. They agitated 
repeatedly, finally forming a trades council in 1910, and petitioned ICC officials and President Taft for both paid vacation 
and higher wages. In 1911 officials at last granted them a four-week paid vacation.“ 

The skilled workingmen of the Zone generally had considerable experience and were comfortable in a disciplined, large- 
scale industrial environment. The construction project was dominated by the most innovative machinery available. The 
Bucyrus steam shovel used a small team of skilled and unskilled workers to do work that hundreds of West Indians, under 
French supervision, had once done with hand tools. U.S. officials mechanized every possible aspect of the job, inventing 
track shifters, uploaders, and dirt spreaders to do the work more efficiently. The foundries, repair shops, and 
roundhouses all relied on highly advanced technology. As James Bryce, the British ambassador to the United States, 
observed during a visit to the Zone in 1910: “The work is being prosecuted with the utmost energy, and shows the two 
features most characteristic of American undertakings—the employment of every kind of device for saving manual labour 
by means of machinery and a superb disregard of expense.”28 As a result, skilled employees spent much of their time 
operating and repairing machines, working in the cabs of steam shovels, in the engines of locomotives, or next to lathes in 
machine shops. 

The steam-shovel engineers dominated the skilled workforce from 1905, when construction slowly got under way, until 
the final years, 1912 to 1914, when dredging machines grew more useful than steam shovels (as water gradually entered 
the site) and building the enormous locks became the project’s focus. They were the most highly paid, most 
indispensable, and therefore most powerful of all the skilled workers. Their union, the International Brotherhood of 
Steam Shovel and Dredge Men, was the most vocal and energetic in fighting in Washington, D.C., to extend or maintain 
their rights. In 1907 the ICC began publishing a Zone newspaper, the Canal Record, and editors began publishing the 
excavation and dredging records achieved by different sections of the construction site, comparing them with one 
another and with records attained during the French era. In December 1909, for example, the Canal Record noted that 
the most productive excavation had occurred in the Culebra section, with more than one million cubic yards excavated in 
the previous month alone. Publishing these statistics generated competition and many attempts by engineers and crane 
operators to outdo other teams of steam-shovel operators. In May 1913 two steam shovels heading from different 
directions finally met each other on the bottom of Culebra Cut, and within several weeks all dry excavation was finished. 
There would still be frequent landslides to confront, but dredges would henceforward be used to repair the damage.+2 
The steam-shovel men were nearly matched in power and prestige by the various employees of the Panama 


Railroad—the engineers, conductors, brakemen, switchmen, track masters, and yardmasters. The constant train traffic 
(hundreds of trains went by all day long and into the night), and especially the many layers of train traffic in Culebra Cut, 
made the work challenging for everyone. Train accidents were among the most common causes of injury and death in the 
Canal Zone, and they presented a special hazard to the employees who worked with trains for eight or ten hours a day. 
Workers hanging off a train sometimes collided with trees or other obstacles; train collisions injured or killed many; trains 
running off schedule surprised unwary employees inspecting or repairing the tracks. 
Yet despite the dangers—or perhaps because of them—the railroad men had a certain swagger and bravado that other 
workingmen envied, and they helped set the tone for skilled workers in general. They and the steam-shovel operators 
were the “labor aristocrats” of the Canal Zone, the men who possessed the most respectability, union and lodge 
memberships, more financial resources (often including some savings), nice clothes, and other items indicating success in 
the world of the working class. 
In 1908 the rare misfortune of murder created a snapshot of the belongings and resources in the life of a locomotive 
engineer who helped build the canal. Philip Kramer of Tacoma, Washington, worked in the Zone as a locomotive 
engineer. While asleep in his bachelor’s room in the construction town of Paraiso, Kramer had his skull crushed by an 
unknown assailant. Robbery most likely was the goal. Kramer left as his heirs two young daughters living with his divorced 
wife in Portland, Oregon. In his possession when he died were shares in a Los Angeles oil company, about $1,000 in gold 
held in a bank in Panama City, and a funeral benefit fund taken out with the Red Men’s Lodge, to which he belonged in 
Tacoma. His membership in the Red Men also entitled his children to receive money from the lodge’s Orphan’s Fund. In 
his room Kramer left behind a small world of objects. Compared with that of the engineers and officials in charge of the 
construction project, Kramer’s wealth was modest indeed. Yet this was a respectable man with many possessions and 
nice clothes. Along with his marriage certificate, souvenir coins, and lodge ribbons, authorities found oxford shirts, a dress 
coat, a smoking jacket, a hunting coat, oxford shoes, white pants and cuffs, a leather cigar case, and many books and 
photographs among the items in his room.22 
Some of the Canal Zone’s American male workers, whether engineers, machinists, or carpenters, came to the isthmus 
with a taste for adventure after serving in the Philippines or Cuba. George Shanton, for example, who had fought as a 
member of Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders in Cuba during the War of 1898, went to the Canal Zone to create a police 
force at Roosevelt’s request soon after the United States acquired the Zone. J. C. Virden, the miner who worked alongside 
R. B. Elliott to create a labor federation, was one who had fought under Shanton’s command. When John Foster Carr 
spent time in the Canal Zone, mingling among the skilled workingmen, he was struck by how many had served in the War 
of 1898 or, subsequently, in the imperial sites the war created. Carr painted a vivid picture of skilled workers on their days 
off: “They generally spent the day... on the hotel verandas, smoking, lazily watching the vultures floating high up in the 
air, ‘talking shop,’ and telling tales of Cuba and the Philippines, where scores of them have been.” The Zone policeman 
and census taker Harry Franck likewise observed the global origins of these workingmen in his 1913 book on the canal’s 
construction: “We world-wanderers, as are a large percentage of ‘Zoners,’ with virtually no fixed roots in any soil, floating 
wherever the job suggests or the spirit moves, have the facts of our past in our own heads only.”2+ 
Many others hailed from stalwart working-class communities across the United States, from Portland or Los Angeles, 
Memphis or Little Rock, Detroit or Pittsburgh, Boston or Newark. They were among the most highly paid and skilled 
members of the working class and were the most likely to have the power and benefits that came with union 
representation. They could afford relatively pleasant homes in nice neighborhoods. Yet in many cases they were eager for 
opportunity and higher pay. Some related how recruiters had made the Panama Canal Zone sound enticing, and although 
during the early years of 1904 and 1905 workers commonly believed they’d been misled, from 1906 onward they typically 
believed the promises had been kept—although this did not mean they relented in their efforts to maintain or improve 
their working conditions. Skilled American male workers received pay 25 to 35 percent higher than anything at home plus 
free quarters, electricity, medical care, and sick leave. Besides such perks, the job in the Zone undoubtedly provided some 
men with a means of escape—from hard economic times, from blacklisting, or from personal troubles.24 

“WE ARE ALL PATRIOTIC AMERICAN CITIZENS” 
Skilled white male workers from the United States came to Panama already accustomed to certain privileges resulting 
from their race, gender, skills, and relatively high wages. In the Canal Zone such privileges became heightened: these men 
knew that the government desperately needed them and that the success of the canal project hinged on their skill, 
experience, and energetic labor. The government therefore needed to keep them content and avoid desertions. Indeed, 
although Secretary of War William Howard Taft believed that skilled workers received excessively high wages compared 
with the payment for similar jobs back home, he resisted efforts by Congress to reduce wages on the grounds that 
recruiting high-quality skilled workers was one of the great difficulties involved in the construction project. Quality men 
were simply not willing to go to the isthmus—if they did go, they didn’t remain long enough. As late as 1908, when 
conditions had improved radically compared with the beginning stages of construction, Taft declared that the problem of 
securing sufficient skilled labor remained, and he blamed it on the tropics: “There is something in the absence of rational 
amusement, something in the continued high temperature, that puts a man under a nervous strain—something in the 


remoteness from home .. . that makes labor there dissatisfied; and the men just give up and go home without any 
reason.” Few skilled workers had been on the job for a full year, he noted.22 

Government officials kept a careful eye on public relations as well, needing to maintain support for the canal project 
among the taxpaying public back home. They believed that if private contractors had been put in charge of the work, they 
could risk strikes in order to make the work more efficient. However, the canal construction was a government job, and as 
Taft explained to congressmen, “There is a good deal more responsibility on the Government officer. . .. The whole public 
are engaged as critics of the issue; and if it should lead to a disastrous strike, the results would be so burdensome.” The 
silver and gold payrolls irrefutably reinforced white skilled workers’ status as aristocrats, differentiating them from other 
workers by granting highly visible privileges. Skilled workers also enjoyed membership in strong and politically effective 
unions (like the Steam Shovel and Dredge Men or the International Association of Machinists), and they benefited from 
lobbying activities carried out by the American Federation of Labor and its high-profile president, Samuel Gompers. The 
U.S. Senate and House of Representatives conducted innumerable investigations into every aspect of life and work in the 
Zone, from engineering issues to labor conditions, quarters, housing, and so on, giving skilled workers and their unions an 
almost constant vehicle for making demands or at least building the case for why they should maintain their excellent pay 
and benefits. This put great pressure on ICC officials to find ways of controlling, managing, and amusing their skilled 
workers.24 

The U.S. government’s methods for disciplining labor rivaled those in place anywhere at the time in terms of rigidity and 
efficacy. Although strikes rarely broke out among skilled workers during the construction years, this was not only because 
of the lavish pay. Employees might find themselves fired and blacklisted, like Elliott, if they engaged in labor activism, and 
officials relied heavily on their police force to maintain order and discipline workers.22 After President Roosevelt sent 
George Shanton to Panama to create a police force and clear the “criminal element” out of the Canal Zone, Shanton 
designed a uniform that virtually replicated the one worn by the Rough Riders. Most of the white policemen he recruited 
had experience in the War of 1898 or the Philippine-American War that followed it. Many of the West Indians he 
recruited had military or police experience as well. The journalist John Foster Carr observed the police force in action and 
considered it “possibly the most soldierly and efficient to be found on American territory, and its success was 
immediate.”2° 

The force consisted of roughly 250 officers, half of whom were white Americans and the other half West Indians. The 
latter policed only the West Indian community. Policemen had to handle many different tasks, keeping the peace in 
communities often torn by violence, rounding up sailors who fled their ships, suppressing rowdy revelers on a Saturday 
night. Many towns in the Zone were known for their partying.—22 Often policemen worked undercover, sometimes 
assisted by marines and soldiers working in civilian clothes, spying on the labor force and targeting any efforts among 
workingmen to organize themselves. The reformer W. J. Ghent visited the Canal Zone and observed that there existed “in 
spite of the denials of the Commission, an exasperating system of ‘gum-shoeing’ or spying on the men.” The chief of 
police chose his undercover policemen from different ethnic groups so as to infiltrate the labor force most effectively. At 
one time a Swede, a Colombian, a Chinese man from Martinique, and a Greek all worked undercover alongside the more 
common white U.S. citizens. The young Secret Service of the United States hired an untold number of men, including 
Chinese assigned to work undercover and help them control gambling and unauthorized liquor sales. The government 
used information gathered by spies to control the workforce, engaging, for example, in dismissals, blacklisting, or 
deportation of “troublemakers.”22 

An executive order issued by President Roosevelt had given officials sweeping powers of deportation. Anyone seeking to 
“incite insurrection, .. . create public disorder, endanger the public health, or in any manner impede the prosecution of 
the work of opening the canal” could be deported. According to General George Davis, who had served in 1904 as the 
Zone’s first governor, the Canal Zone was the only place under the control of the United States where such broad powers 
of deportation existed. Testifying during one of many congressional investigations into conditions on the isthmus, the 
general—as well as the senators questioning him—seemed uneasy because these deportation powers contradicted the 
Bill of Rights. They resolved the tension by deciding that the U.S. presence in the Canal Zone was a military as well as a 
civil occupation, and under those conditions the nullification of the Bill of Rights was acceptable. His worries allayed, 
Davis argued that deportation could and should be used even against U.S. citizens—in particular he cited its usefulness in 
eliminating workers who threatened to strike.22 

Officials frequently availed themselves of this right—a peculiar situation, when U.S. citizens could be deported from U.S. 
territory and sent back home to the United States. It gave government officials absolute power when it came to enforcing 
productivity on everyone residing in the Canal Zone, and organizing a strike was a principal offense that could result in 
deportation. The government matched its deportation powers with vagrancy laws, and it enforced the latter, as the 
executive secretary H. D. Reed put it, “vigorously”: “These enable us to compel every man to work, if he is able to work, if 
he remains in the Zone.” The police arrested men for loitering, vagrancy, intoxication, or disorderly conduct, and the 
number of arrests grew particularly high just after payday.22 

The three chief engineers, Wallace, Stevens, and Goethals, all prided themselves on their tough responses to skilled 


workers, and usually officials in Washington, D.C., supported their decisions. The most important effort at labor 
organizing among gold workers began in February 1907, when steam-shovel operators demanded more pay. Engineers 
wanted to see their pay rise from $210 to $300 per month, while crane operators sought an increase from $185 to $250 
per month and firemen requested a raise from $83 to $110 per month. The workers made this demand of chief engineer 
Stevens, and their union representative in Washington, D.C., forwarded it to President Roosevelt. While Roosevelt and 
Stevens considered the grievances, the locomotive engineers and conductors working on the Panama Railroad began 
organizing too. Stevens offered hints of compromise, but most negotiations waited until Secretary of War Taft visited the 
isthmus at the end of March 1907. Taft received the various committees and heard their complaints. He understood that 
a great deal was at stake, because the wages of steam-shovel engineers set the standard for all other American 
employees. He believed it would be highly embarrassing if they stopped working, yet it would also be embarrassing to pay 
them much more than they already made.*+ 

The men rested their demand for more pay mostly on the discomfort imposed by working on the isthmus: the distance 
from loved ones, the absence of amusements, the difficulties caused by the humidity and heat, the risk of illness and 
injury as a result of careless supervisors, and the absence of compensation from the government for injuries. They also 
expressed concern about frequent dismissals without a hearing or a chance to plead their case, arguing that the result 
was often unfair and unjust. Taft took more than a month to make a public decision on the steam-shovel operators’ 
grievances. In the meantime, the protest threatened to blossom into a general strike: by now, in mid-April, railroad 
employees and skilled workers employed on an hourly basis (mostly building trades and machine shop workers) began 
arguing for higher pay as well. George Brooke, the superintendent of motive power and machinery, reported that “many 
threats were made by the union men on the Isthmus to make a showing of force at our Gorgona Shops” or send in their 
resignations. “If we are to have any trouble of this kind,” Brooke concluded, “it is much better to have it now than later 
on.” He took a strong stand against the hourly men’s demands and refused even to send their petitions on to Secretary of 
War Taft, stating, “These men were notified that no shop rules or regulations would be recognized or received . . . that 
our shops must be ‘open’ shops; and an organization would not be recognized by committee.”22 

When Taft at last responded, the steam-shovel operators considered his offer of a 5 percent pay raise unacceptable. They 
called a strike in early May 1907. Within two days only thirteen steam shovels were at work, instead of the full force of 
forty-eight. One member of the ICC ordered the Marines to patrol Culebra Cut and remove all agitators to their base, but 
Goethals learned of the order and countered it in the belief that it would generate more trouble. For several weeks 
excavation output remained very low. Gradually, however, Goethals replaced the striking steam-shovel operators through 
promotions, transfers, or hiring of new workers, and the strikers departed for the United States. In the end, Goethals 
argued, “the action taken had a wholesome effect on all classes of employees, for the steam-shovel crews had appeared 
to be indispensable, yet the outcome showed conclusively that defection by them or any other one class of men could not 
tie up the whole work.” In the aftermath of this strike, the conductors and locomotive engineers working for the Panama 
Railroad again asked for higher pay. Goethals reminded the men that the canal was an “open shop” and that it was “ill- 
advised to make demands for increases in pay or other concessions, and thereafter none such would be given any 
consideration.” He also repeated his policy that he would not meet with committees, but only with individual men.22 

In 1908, however, government officials in the United States suggested that a labor commissioner be appointed to work 
with Goethals and represent the interests of workers. Goethals vehemently rejected this idea (“I felt certain that the men 
themselves did not want such an official,” he remembered). The following year Taft, now president of the United States, 
agreed that a labor commissioner was unnecessary but ordered Goethals to accept meeting with committees 
representing the skilled workers. Taft, Goethals reported, “thought my position was untenable, for organized labor was 
recognized everywhere.” From then onward, Goethals accepted the “less of two evils” and met periodically with union 
committees regarding issues of salary, working conditions, and so forth, yet he required that individual grievances be 
presented to him during his Sunday open-office hours. He continued to brag, years later, that he never relented on his 
refusal to consider or discuss demands from workers. He would respond to their grievances, he declared, but never their 
“demands.”34 

Months later an attempt at workplace organizing by boilermakers and machinists in the machine repair shop towns of 
Gorgona and Empire again demonstrated the difficulties involved. Since officials responded to strikes with such hostility, 
the workers began a movement to quit en masse instead. When they learned of rumors that police were going to 
surround the shops in response, the men grumbled that they were being treated like convicts even though they were 
obeying all the regulations regarding quitting. Their boss defused the situation by confirming that they had the right to 
quit and that he would not call the police. In the eyes of Goethals’s investigator this prevented an inevitable clash 
between police and “quitters.” The boilermakers wanted an increase in pay, saying they made little more than they did 
back home. Goethals refused their demands, and when push came to shove, the machinists refused to back them up. In 
the end, thirteen boilermakers quit and found their way to other jobs on the isthmus or headed back to the United States. 
Before it was over, T. B. Miskimon, Goethals’s investigator, reported on the men behind the organizing effort, indicating 
which one was “the worst agitator of the lot in this trouble” or “one of the first talkers but not strenous as it appears.” 


Miskimon concluded that they were all “like spoiled babies.” 35 
The government’s arsenal—police spies, vagrancy laws, powers of deportation, and, not least of all, the system of 
segregation—made it extremely difficult for skilled white male workers to organize on the basis of their workplace power. 
Gradually they shifted their focus and depended increasingly on their unions in the United States for efficient lobbying of 
Congress. They also relied more heavily on enunciating and defending their rights as American citizens, as white men, and 
as representatives of America’s empire. Indeed, these rights became inextricable from one another in the eyes of many 
workers and government officials.2® 
Because the government played such a dominant role in the construction project and intervened so thoroughly in 
workers’ lives, citizenship was perhaps destined to emerge as an important medium through which workers negotiated 
over the substance of their daily lives on and off the job. Their status as U.S. citizens gave skilled American workers an 
important source of strength, while noncitizens, by contrast, lacked such bargaining power. Congress oversaw affairs on 
the isthmus, conducting investigations into labor and housing conditions, sanitation, and health. This gave skilled workers 
a regular forum for expressing their views, and often they relied on patriotism and citizenship to make their case. As one 
worker declared, “We are American citizens and ... proud to have a share in this great work.”24 Arguing on behalf of gold 
roll employees for a lengthier vacation with pay, the unionist Crawford Moore declared, “We are putting forth our best 
efforts. We are all patriotic American citizens. We will throw our hats up just as high in the air as anyone when this work 
is done.”28 Such arguments in the end proved more successful than workplace organizing efforts. Skilled workers 
maintained or sometimes improved upon the high wages and generous benefits they had won, much to the regret of 
officials, and in 1908 Congress granted them compensation for injuries on the job.22 

“OUR CRAFT IS NEARLY TAKEN FROM US” 
In early 1908 an executive order issued by President Roosevelt limited employment on the gold roll to U.S. citizens and 
began to transform life and work in the Canal Zone. It made citizenship vastly more important and began to reshape 
relations between workers and officials, and between skilled U.S. workers and noncitizens. The ICC immediately began a 
major transition in its employment policies. It purged the remaining noncitizens (most of them northern and western 
Europeans or West Indians) from the gold roll, either transferring them to the silver roll or, if that was not possible, 
eliminating their employment altogether. U.S. gold roll employees strongly supported the policy. Notably, they now 
began to oppose the presence on the gold roll of Europeans as well as West Indians. A Mrs. Flanagan (the documents 
suggest nothing else about her identity, but presumably she was married to a skilled American worker) wrote Goethals a 
few months after the executive order, for example, to report on aliens she had observed still working on the gold roll: 
“Mr. Hart, an Englishman in the commissary; Mr. Simmons, a Jamaican in the hardware department who served in the 
English army .. .” One man, she noted, “has got Negro Blood in his veins.” Mrs. Flanagan concluded, “As | am a true 
American | am going to see that all aliens are run out according to your official circular.” The records of the ICC contain 
numerous complaints by U.S. workers and their union representatives regarding aliens holding jobs that, they believed, 
should belong to Americans.*2 
Yet if Roosevelt’s order to purge aliens from the gold roll held the potential to strengthen the hand of skilled American 
workers, it coincided with a new ICC strategy that profoundly threatened their job security and hence the very basis of 
their power. In 1907 officials began systematically introducing West Indians and other noncitizens into jobs previously 
held only by white Americans. Such workers remained on the silver roll, but they began doing jobs once considered the 
territory of skilled workers. Usually it involved replacing a white man with a West Indian, and this profoundly intertwined 
the issues of race and citizenship. Supervisors found West Indians to be competent workers and easier to supervise—in 
part because they lacked union representation and in part because Congress and the American public cared little about 
their welfare. In many cases, officials argued, West Indians could perform the job more effectively than could white or 
black U.S. citizens. Officials believed that white men annoyingly pushed for promotion out of the lesser-skilled “helper” 
jobs, while African Americans, though performing better as workers, irritated supervisors by demanding the same perks 
and living conditions as their white counterparts. And West Indians always worked much more cheaply, a critical concern 
in the Zone when Congress was demanding maximal cost efficiency.*4 
So government officials carefully identified those occupations that could be carried out by West Indians and then 
systematically began replacing white U.S. citizens. In machine shops across the Canal Zone by 1908, West Indians had 
begun working as machinists, boilermakers, iron-workers, shipwrights, shipfitters, blacksmiths, and blacksmith helpers; 
on dredges they worked as captains, mates, and engineers. The most widespread substitution occurred among firemen, 
who assisted the steam-shovel engineers, and among car builders and repairmen. The process of replacing white firemen 
began shortly after the 1907 strike by steam-shovel engineers, crane operators, and firemen, the most significant strike 
by skilled workers during the construction period. By the autumn of 1909 no more than a dozen white firemen were 
working in the central division of the Zone. Previously, a direct line of promotion had connected white firemen to crane 
operators and upward to steam-shovel engineers (this had been a right steam-shovel workers struggled to protect), so 
the strategy of substitution sent a strong signal: the boundaries around skill that white workers had jealously guarded 
were no longer impermeable. Black firemen reminded white workers on a daily basis that whites were dispensable. This 


was a triple blow, demonstrating the fragility of privileges based on race, citizenship, and skill.42 

The process of substitution thus made citizenship a more important arena of conflict between skilled workers and the ICC. 
Union representatives pleaded with ICC officials in the Canal Zone, begged Congress to issue legislation against such 
substitutions, and petitioned successive presidents to issue executive orders. Skilled workers fought, sometimes 
successfully, for rules that would determine whether a gold or a silver man should do a certain job. In one case of West 
Indians working as railroad crew members in 1912, for example, Goethals gave in to the complaints of skilled workers, 
declaring, “The use of colored men has given rise to such contention among the men that | do not want them used.”“2 

In a very different case in 1910, U.S. machinists in the Zone organized a protest against a German named Frank Ertl who 
was employed as a machinist on the silver roll. He was doing work the gold workers believed belonged to them. The 
union official Harry Ragsdale argued on behalf of U.S. workers and against Ertl: “He is practically filling the place of an 
American citizen. The condition of times in the States now is something awful for machinists and we are satisfied that 
there can be plenty of first-class machinists gotten to do this work.” Asked how they felt about West Indians working as 
machinists, Ragsdale replied: “We do not think that is right, Colonel, that these negroes should be used in there, and 
especially one case there of a man, he... . blows it around that he is a machinist and would not work under any other 
conditions. That gives more or less excitement to the men, for a negroe, and especially a West Indian, for a man to go 
around and blow that way.” Asked if any American Negroes were working in the shops, Ragsdale admitted there were, 
but not as machinists. He added: “We do not kick against American negroes, if they are citizens; we are complaining 
against this foreign element.” As a result of this exchange, Goethals ordered that Frank Ertl be transferred to unskilled 
labor.4 

Even while stressing their rights as citizens, U.S. workers clearly perceived those rights as partially a matter of race. Most 
often their efforts to establish boundaries around skills they perceived as their property targeted West Indians, and 
typically their arguments identified race with citizenship. In 1909 skilled workers angrily declared their opposition to the 
U.S. government’s employing “negro ‘so-called’ mechanics . . . in direct competition with white mechanics and citizens of 
the U.S.A. (the negroes being subjects of Great Britain and therefore aliens).” Such a policy, they proclaimed, was “Un- 
American” and “directly against the principles of the U.S. Government as it places the white man in competition with a 
class, who by their mode of living and habits are on an equal with the Chinese and Japanese, and in general intelligence 
and mechanical ability are far beneath the Chinese and Japanese.” In this way, white workers linked their protest against 
the hiring of West Indians to a long history of anti-Chinese movements in the United States—movements in which 
working-class agency helped deny citizenship to Chinese immigrants on the grounds of racial inferiority and 
simultaneously barred those immigrants from access to certain skills. Workers signing this statement included 
blacksmiths, boilermakers, machinists, molders, pattern makers, and railway car men. They sent copies of their protest 
statement to President Taft; the ICC; and the American Federation of Labor president, Samuel Gompers.*2 

Skilled workers’ understandings of citizenship were also closely linked to skill and control over certain jobs. Often the links 
were made in highly complex ways. Skilled workers might argue, for example, that they were better because they were 
white, and therefore they should be given the monopoly over a job that their citizenship afforded them. One union 
official wrote to Goethals in 1908 and complained about the ICC’s employment of “negro engineers.” He and the other 
skilled white workers could understand, he conceded, the need to keep wages low. However, “should these negro 
engineers be displaced by competent white men... the difference in wages paid would be more than compensated for 
by the better service rendered.” The white man would ultimately save the government money by using his cool judgment 
to avert accidents, for example. Furthermore, and here he explicitly linked citizenship to skill, “as the Commission has 
shown the disposition to employ none but white American citizens as skilled laborers as far as possible, and as the negro 
engineers are all aliens with no interest whatever in the great task which brings us all here other than the payment we ask 
that white engineers be given this preference of the negro alien.” Using the same sort of reasoning, William Yates, 
president of the marine engineers’ union, wrote Goethals a year later: “Since American energy, progressiveness, and 
money have created decent living conditions on the isthmus, there is no question but what the government can secure in 
the States a number of regularly licensed and reliable masters [and] mates.”*° 

By 1913, as the construction project moved toward completion, the building trades had grown more important. Homes 
had to be moved out of towns that were about to be submerged. They were mostly rebuilt in the new American town of 
Balboa near Ancon, just outside Panama City, joining a great many new houses and public buildings. More plasterers, 
carpenters, plumbers, tile setters, copper- and tinsmiths, and electricians now headed from the United States to the 
Zone. The same dynamic of West Indians taking over jobs that had been worked previously by whites reshaped their 
trades as well. A U.S. plasterer who had traveled to the Zone for work along with dozens of others in 1914 wrote to the 
official magazine of his union, the Operative Plasterers’ International Association, to say that “English negroes” had 
infiltrated his trade. They were working alongside him on the new administration building in Balboa. He urged his union 
to make a fight against West Indian infiltration and declared, “Other trades have let the negro get such a hold that it 
seems useless for them to try and do anything.” He noted, “The plumber is the only trade here which is not hampered by 
the negro. They had men come here who were good union men and they refused to show the negro anything at all about 


their craft.” This man, who remained anonymous, argued that there seemed to be nothing the men could do while in the 
Zone. Only union men in the United States could solve the problem. He ended by stressing what he saw as a crucial point: 
“In order to come down here you MUST be a citizen of the United States, either born or naturalized; no others need 
apply. Now if that is so, why are they allowed to bring these negroes here, who are subjects of foreign powers, and who 
knows nothing of the trade at which he is working, while there are thousands of men in the States who are good 
mechanics, but not citizens, will not be allowed to come here? What is the difference between the two of them? Can you 
Brothers see any difference? | can’t—only in color.”*4 
Soon an African American union member criticized the above writer’s viewpoint, providing a window into how conditions 
on the canal were generating debates among both black and white U.S. workers. The African American declared that his 
white brother had forgotten his “union principles.” If the white brother’s real concern was foreigners infiltrating the 
trade, he should focus on conditions in the United States, because the same problem existed. One had only to look 
around in cities like New York and Newark to see how employers were using foreigners to control their U.S. workforce. 
Thus he revealed the true point of the white unionist’s complaint. Despite his effort to cloak his concerns with issues of 
citizenship, in fact “the brother’s fight is based entirely on the negro question.” He concluded, “It would seem to me a 
more reasonable fight were it aimed at incompetence, in whatever creed, color or nationality it be found.”*® 
Ignoring such counterarguments, white trade unionists continued to mobilize against “negro infiltration” and took their 
complaints to Congress. In 1914 a union man representing the car builders in the Zone testified before Congress and 
unintentionally shed light on the connections white unionists perceived between race and citizenship. Mr. L. T. Sanders 
protested, as he put it, against “the way our craft is imposed on here by British subjects; negro laborers, to be plain about 
it. Our craft is nearly taken from us.” A congressman asked: You are protesting on behalf of your union? “No, on an 
American citizen’s rights. ... We do not feel inclined to work on a level basis with a negro; that is the way it is. As an 
American citizen, | do not. And what would one of you gentlemen feel like sitting up in Congress even with one of our 
American negroes?” The chairman demurred, saying that he had sat with Negroes, and that in any case it was up to the 
American people to elect whomever they wished. Sanders retorted: “It would be different if American negroes were here. 
The taxpayers are not getting the benefit of it.” He concluded, “We are willing to use the negro as a helper, but as far as 
‘Mr. Negro’ being on a job with me, as my equal—” Sanders saw the substitution of blacks for whites as integral to the 
government’s effort to control and cheapen labor on the canal, and he believed this violated his rights as a citizen: 
“Because they can get the negro at 10 cents an hour, and they lay ‘Mr. White Man’ off and send him back to the states.”*2 
Sanders’s view of his rights as a citizen thus involved assumptions of his own worth as a producer, his skill and 
competence, and his racial superiority. 
Goethals and his staff saw things very differently. They denied that skilled workers’ race, citizenship, or skills afforded 
them a monopoly over certain jobs. They found placing silver men, mostly West Indians, in jobs formerly held by skilled 
white U.S. citizens to be an indispensable tactic. Silver men not only worked competently, but they saved money and 
provided a goad that made skilled white workers perform better and more quickly. In 1912 the socialist Victor Berger 
wrote Goethals to complain that “negroes” were being hired as blacksmith helpers, and Goethals’s response was 
revealing. He disagreed, he declared, that whites should be hired for this job: “American citizenship entitles a man to 
preference in employment on the Panama Canal, but not color.” In Goethals’s view, “white men cannot long withstand 
heavy muscular exertion in the tropics; that black men can and do withstand the effects of a climate of this kind is a fact 
which needs no argument. White men do not want these jobs after they get here, as we know from experience; the black 
men are reasonably contented.”22 
Skilled workers’ appeals to their rights as citizens could not prevent them from being replaced by noncitizens on the silver 
payroll. Substitutions continued throughout the Zone, helping to lower costs and create a more tractable workforce. 
Furthermore, as the construction project began to wind down in 1912 and 1913, government officials undertook a 
deliberate policy of systematically phasing out gold workers in favor of silver employees. As early as 1910 in some areas, 
officials stopped recruiting skilled men from the United States, preferring to replace them with silver workers as their 
numbers declined. The government had successfully brought its most powerful workers under control. After the canal 
was completed, in 1915, Goethals celebrated the efforts of his skilled workers, declaring them “an earnest, zealous, and 
enthusiastic co-operating body of employees.” His calm sentiment hid the intense struggles that had been required to 
create such cooperation.2+ 

“WE LOOK TO NO OTHER GOVERNMENT FOR PROTECTION” 
Although most U.S. citizens on the ICC’s gold roll were white, several dozen African American men also worked on the 
canal, and for them issues of race, citizenship, and skill interacted in very different ways. The 1912 census recorded only 
127 African American employees. During the early years of construction there may have been more, but their numbers 
likely did not climb higher than 200. However, because of their awkward position in the segregation system, and because 
of their activism, African American workers powerfully tested the U.S. government. Henry Williams, the young Texas 
longshoreman, was likely typical: these men felt good fortune knocking at their doors when labor recruiters offered them 
a prestigious government job working to build the Panama Canal. The jobs were high-paying and, at least initially, on the 


gold roll. Most of the African Americans who accepted the ICC’s offer of work had been born in the rural South. Their very 
first job had most often involved working the land for a relative or a white employer. Work in the Canal Zone allowed 
these men to escape the Jim Crow South, with its widespread segregation, racial violence, and economic discrimination. 
Like African Americans before them who fled for the West after the end of Reconstruction, calling themselves Exodusters, 
and like participants in the great migrations yet to come, these few African Americans were able to vote with their feet 
and depart the South for a better life—in this case, jobs in the service of America’s empire. Compared with those 
struggling amid the indignities of the Jim Crow South, then, these were lucky men.24 

Unlike most other African Americans, these men had already acquired a skill or a knowledge of business that made them 
contenders for a job in the Canal Zone. Some had found work with a railroad or a foundry in the South and had learned 
their way around a blacksmith’s shop. Others had picked up the essential skills of a riveter or a fireman. And many, like 
their white counterparts in the Canal Zone, had led lives of unusual adventure before arriving on the isthmus. Henry Hart, 
a middle-aged man born in Randon, Mississippi, in 1871, provides an example. He had worked on his father’s farm for 
nine years, he informed the ICC personnel officer, beginning when he was no more than two years old. At the age of 
twelve, Hart got a job in a blacksmith’s shop in the town of Hansboro, Mississippi, and then worked fitting iron bridges in 
Louisiana for nine years. Along the way, he married and had two children. A job milling ore then took Hart to Central 
America for three years, by the end of which he was fluent in Spanish. He developed rheumatism in Central America, 
which left him too ill to work for the next two years. While ill and back in the United States, Hart and his wife had a third 
child, named Icelina. Hart’s wife died around that time, perhaps in childbirth. The children went to live with family back in 
Hansboro, and when Hart recovered his health, his Spanish-language skills must have caught the eye of labor recruiters. 
He took a job as a blacksmith’s helper in 1907 in the gigantic Cristobal shops near Coldn, in the Canal Zone. Hart would 
work in the Zone for eleven years, and gradually he received pay raises and a promotion to blacksmith, before resigning 
his position and returning to the United States in May 1918.72 

Charles Arnold took a similar path to the Canal Zone. Born in 1867, Arnold gained experience while still young as a 
businessman in his home-town of Cincinnati. In 1897 he joined the Army, fought in Cuba during the War of 1898, and 
then remained in Cuba to support the U.S. government’s work. After leaving the Army, he lived in Cuba for nine more 
years, running a business there. In 1909 he became one of many migrants traveling from Cuba to the Canal Zone for work. 
There Arnold won a position as a fireman on the Panama Railroad, earning $62.50 in gold each month. Unlike Henry Hart, 
though, Arnold was not well regarded by his employer. Considering his workmanship poor, officials discharged him after 
only six months of employment.*4 

Black men like Hart and Arnold did not fit easily into the biracial gold and silver system, and this caused discomfort both 
for them and for government officials struggling to make the system work. In 1907 and 1908 the government had moved 
most African Americans off the gold roll and created for them a “special” position on the silver roll that granted them 
certain privileges, like paid vacations, but classified them as colored and refused them many perks. Visible reminders of 
segregation were pervasive throughout the Zone.?2 

These were matters of great concern to African Americans, and they came to a head in 1912 at a time when the 
Republican Party, Abraham Lincoln’s party, was in power in Washington and in charge of building the canal. This was not 
meant to be a southern—Jim Crow—operation. And yet in the name of empire and efficiency a thorough segregation 
system had been established, a system that trapped African Americans unjustly. That year Dr. R. H. Boyd of Tennessee, a 
leader in the Colored Baptist Church (the largest denomination among African Americans in the United States), made a 
journey to the Canal Zone. He wanted to observe the construction effort and examine the work being done by members 
of his church. He traveled across the isthmus, meeting with ministers and church officials as well as the governor of the 
Canal Zone. While he described his visit as pleasant in many ways, he was startled by the segregation. He declared that 
“he never saw in the States as much of a ‘Jim Crow’ situation as he found here.” Most unsettling of all, Boyd later wrote in 
the National Baptist Union-Review, his church’s official newspaper, was the treatment he received at the Ancon post 
office. As he arrived, he “saw the United States flag floating over the post office and felt very much at home.” Yet when 
Boyd walked in and asked for his mail, the clerk told him he must go to the other window: “Sir, you are a Negro, and must 
get your mail where other Negroes get theirs. Negroes and white men do not get their mail at the same window.” Hardly 
able to conceal his dismay, Boyd remembered, “We looked at him and knew that he was blacker than we were, but 
wanting our mail so badly, we obeyed orders and went around to the window where Negroes called for their mail.” 
Boyd’s article describing his experiences ran in many other African American newspapers, causing consternation in black 
communities.?° 

Officials were concerned about the construction project’s reception in African American as well as white communities 
back home. Throughout this period Republican Party officials carefully highlighted their work supporting equal rights for 
Negro citizens of the United States and the records of Presidents Roosevelt and Taft as employers of Negroes in federal 
jobs.24 Boyd’s revelations hit African American newspapers in the early spring of 1912, just as President Taft prepared for 
a difficult reelection campaign. Taft would face opposition not only from the Democrat Woodrow Wilson but also from 
ex-president Theodore Roosevelt, who was running as the candidate of the Progressive Party. In this context the 


Republican Party emphasized its concern for equal rights even more forcefully. The Republican Campaign Text-Book for 
1912 highlighted Taft’s “tender solicitude for the brown man of the Philippines” and the fact that “there were more Afro- 
Americans in the service of the United States government under the Taft administration than ever before in the history of 
the country.” Republicans stressed Taft’s fight against peonage and disenfranchisement of African Americans in the 
South, his opposition to racial segregation, and his denunciation of lynching. Taft’s managers worked to fill newspapers 
like the Chicago Defender with such material proving the party’s positive impact on black Americans.72 

Now the reverend’s description of racism in the Canal Zone threatened to turn that community against the canal 
project—and against the Republican Party. In April 1912, Ralph Tyler, an African American serving as auditor of the Navy, 
alerted President Taft to Boyd’s article, and the president ordered an investigation. Goethals immediately complied, 
asking that both the clerk who assisted Dr. Boyd and the postmaster in charge be identified and interviewed.22 

Goethals located the clerk in question, a “colored Jamaican” named John Davis who had worked seven years for the Zone 
post office and was about to take exams to become a lawyer. Davis was also a leader in the Zone’s Colored Baptist Church 
and had met with the Reverend Boyd socially in addition to waiting on him at the post office. Davis declared that nothing 
had taken place as Boyd described it. He had known who the reverend was as he approached the window: “I saluted him 
and advised him in answer to his inquiry that there was no mail there for him at the time, told him... that | was a 
member of his church and that if mail arrived, | would see that it reached him by placing it in Rev. Thorbourne’s box.” 
Later, Davis testified, when he met with Boyd socially, they discussed the Jim Crow conditions in the Zone and particularly 
the fact that the post office lobbies were divided into separate areas for whites and blacks: “I explained to him... that 
the West India population was far in excess of any other population and that the division of lobbies facilitated the delivery 
of the mail.” The postmaster at Ancon backed up every detail of John Davis’s testimony. © 

Summarizing the results of his investigation in May 1912, the director of Canal Zone posts, Tom Cooke, carefully defended 
the racial system in use in the post offices. Separating the races in the post office lobbies is “chiefly beneficial to the West 
Indians employed on the work here.” Only six thousand to nine thousand Americans received their mail at Canal Zone 
post offices, as compared with forty-six thousand West Indians. Both groups should have an equal opportunity to receive 
their mail quickly and efficiently, Cooke opined: “There has never been any complaint here on the Isthmus of this 
service.” Ultimately “there is no division which could be construed in any possible manner as race discrimination in the 
post office work between the American and the West Indian, or between the white and the black, if that expression is 
better, except that the colored West Indian is provided a lobby and a delivery window of his own .. . and he is given just 
the same opportunity of receiving his mail... as the white American is.” Cooke concluded that Boyd’s report had been 
incorrect; he had not experienced any discrimination on the basis of his race or for any other reason. And for good 
measure, Cooke noted that the same “division of space” existed throughout the Zone, in the commissaries, pay offices, 
labor trains, and messes, and “for practically the same reason, i.e., to facilitate the work.” He added, “This division is 
made not for race discrimination, but for facilitating the construction of the Canal.”®+ 

African Americans working in the Zone believed they knew better. They complained about such discrimination, and when 
this had no apparent effect, they launched protests against their treatment. When government officials treated them 
differently from white Americans—for example, when they were refused free ice, first-class seats on the train, or 
payment in gold—African Americans lodged complaints on the grounds of their rights as American citizens. Government 
officials responded to their protests ambivalently. Anxious to appease them for reasons of public relations, yet 
determined to uphold the color line, officials never developed a consistent policy. 

Consider the case of Walter Eagleson, an African American gold employee working as a watchman for $75 a month in the 
Commissary Department. Two years after the Reverend Boyd’s accusations of discrimination, Eagleson complained when 
a clerk at the Balboa post office ordered him to use the silver workers’ window: “Will you please inform me, if the Postal 
clerks have the right to discriminate and draw a color line in the post office on a native born American Citizen?” John 
Baxter, the head of civil administration, forwarded Eagleson’s note to Goethals’s executive secretary, asking “whether 
these people are to be allowed to transact their business in the white lobby of the post office.” The latter quickly 
responded and rejected Eagleson’s claim that his citizenship was relevant in this matter: “As you are employed on the 
gold roll, of course you have a technical right to transact business on the gold roll side of the post office, although, as you 
are of the negro race, it would seem that you would avoid disputes of this character and save yourself and others 
annoyance if you would transact your business on the side where others of your race transact their business.” Goethals’s 
secretary ended with a quick lecture to Eagleson on race: “It has been found desirable to separate the races to some 
extent in order to save constant friction of the kind instanced in your letter, and it seems that no man should be ashamed 
of his race or color, as these are matters which we cannot control.” Eagleson must have bridled upon receiving such 
patronizing advice. 

In another case in 1909, six African American blacksmiths working in Empire organized to protest government racism. 
Since at this time government officials refused to hire African Americans on the gold roll, all six men worked as silver 
employees. They objected to the fact that Panamanian “negroes” could be hired on the gold roll while they could not, as 
well as to the government’s refusal to issue them free passes on the trains: “Why should not we American Negroes who 


assisted in fighting so bravely for the independence of our country not parcipitate in all the rights and privilidges, which is 
by far more than what the Panamanian negroes can say.”° Goethals investigated the personnel records of all the men 
who had signed the protest, then responded with some accommodation to their demands. He agreed to issue pass books 
for the trains to African Americans and to pay them in gold rather than in silver. However, he refused to change the policy 
of hiring Panamanians since it resulted from a presidential executive order, and he bluntly told them their employment 
contracts placed them on the silver roll and could not be changed. 
The blacksmiths continued their protest, however. They wrote President Taft to say they were dissatisfied with the chief 
engineer’s response and were now looking to him for justice. Calling themselves “Colored American Citizens,” they 
presented the president with a specific request: “Please have us placed on the Gold Roll so that we will no longer be 
deprived of any rights that the other American gets.” When they had arrived on the isthmus, they declared, they were 
ignorant of the ICC’s rules and allowed officials to take advantage and employ them on the silver roll. They noted they 
were “American raised American born know nothing about any other Government only the American Government.” 
Indeed, they said, “We look to no other Government for protection only our own USA and if in case that the USA should 
see... fit to call on us for any use we would not hesitate one moment but gladly and willingly give our aid as we have all 
ways did.”© If President Taft ever responded to these workers, no record remains of his reply. 
Other African American workers protested government policies as individuals. Henry Williams, the Texan who found work 
in the Canal Zone as a blacksmith, provides one example. Williams’s name does not appear on any petition sent to 
Goethals or President Taft. Yet ICC personnel records reveal that he believed he faced racial discrimination on the isthmus 
and he became determined to do something about it. Like many white workers, Williams felt particularly exercised by the 
role of foreigners in the Canal Zone, but his reactions focused on the disadvantages they posed to black U.S. citizens. He 
believed the government treated foreigners better than African Americans, allowing them sometimes to work on the gold 
roll even as officials attempted to “keep all colored men on the silver roll.” Williams complained to Goethals, and when 
ignored, he took his protest to Washington, D.C. While on paid leave in the United States, Williams visited the capital and 
hired a lawyer to represent him. He met with ICC officials, who then asked Goethals for his view. Goethals responded: 
“The truth of this whole matter is that Mr. Williams is what the men down here call an ‘agitator.’ ... | have been informed 
that the other colored Americans on the Isthmus are not in sympathy with him or his actions.” Williams returned to work 
in the Canal Zone without seeing his criticisms answered. He worked the next few years without apparent incident and 
got a small pay raise and a promotion, yet his anger must not have abated. In 1911 he was fired for “insubordination” on 
the job.© 
In 1910, Goethals revoked an order that required the few remaining African American gold employees to take off their 
hats in the commissary since white U.S. citizens faced no such requirement. Goethals conceded that this practice had 
resulted in “discrimination between American citizens” and thus was inappropriate. When the African American gold 
employee Charles Arnold complained that same year that he was not being allowed to shop on the gold side of the 
commissary, the acting chief engineer ruled: “We cannot afford to subject the few American negroes who are employed 
on the gold roll to any marked discrimination on account of their color. If they claim the privilege, of making their 
purchases in the commissaries on the gold side, it will have to be conceded to them.” Yet African Americans never won 
inclusion in YMCA clubhouses or in Canal Zone hotels and restaurants. Their housing never measured up to that accorded 
white workers, and while the government allowed their wives and children to come, they received not married housing 
but more space in the bachelor dormitories. In short, while officials sometimes responded favorably to African American 
workers’ demands for equality, overall they saw enforcing the color line as a more important priority. 

“IT IS NOT THE POLICY OF THE COMMISSION TO HIRE WOMEN” 
Like white and African American male employees, the few white women workers in the Zone found that negotiating with 
the government would be central to their lives, particularly if they hoped to improve their working and living conditions. 
The 1912 census of the Canal Zone listed 321 women in the employment of the ICC and the Panama Railroad. Most of 
these women, 251 of them, came from the United States. They hailed from almost every state, but most had made their 
homes in the upper Midwest and the Northeast, from Illinois and Michigan to Massachusetts and Pennsylvania. These 
women traveled to the Canal Zone most often to work as stenographers, clerks, teachers, and nurses. A smaller number 
worked as telegraphers, timekeepers, dietitians, storekeepers, and laundresses. White women who were U.S. citizens 
were always categorized as gold workers. However, ICC officials preferred not to bring female workers to the Zone unless 
necessary. When possible, for example they hired female teachers from among the population of wives and daughters of 
canal employees already living on the isthmus. Likewise, they typically declined to hire female clerical workers on the 
grounds that affordable housing was not available for them. 
Still, a number of women made the trip on their own and managed to secure work. Carrie Townsley of St. Louis, a single 
woman when she arrived in the Zone at the age of thirty-five, had previously worked for the Mississippi River Commission 
in various clerical capacities. A division engineer in Cristobal had worked with Carrie in St. Louis, liked her, and hired her 
to work in the Zone as a file clerk for $150 gold per month. She soon married a foreman working in the Atlantic division of 
the Zone and suffered through a “reorganization” of the clerical staff that resulted in a demotion and pay cut, but 


nonetheless she continued working at her job until 1911.69 

Citizenship could matter as much to American women as it did to their male counterparts. Mary Chatfield, for example, 
left New England for Panama with many years’ experience as a stenographer under her belt, including more than two 
years working in the engineering department of Columbia University. She had found life as a workingwoman in New York 
City difficult and thought the Canal Zone’s higher salaries would allow her to improve her standard of living. She worried 
about the risks involved, especially for a single woman in the wild tropical land of Panama, but decided the higher pay 
made it a worthwhile adventure. She arrived on the isthmus in November 1905 with only her return ticket to New York, 
her clothes, and $35. Chatfield immediately went to visit John Stevens and asked for a job, showing him letters of 
recommendation from Columbia University. When Stevens offered her only $75 per month, she felt insulted and 
considered walking out on him. But remembering her limited means, she responded, “Having had $3.00 a day in New 
York City for more than three years, | am not willing to accept less than that on the Isthmus of Panama.” Ultimately, they 
settled on $100 per month, with the agreement that Stevens would raise her pay when he saw that she deserved it. 
Chatfield’s sixteen months on the isthmus proved difficult. Reorganizations and the search for better pay and working 
conditions forced her to change jobs several times. All the jobs shared certain qualities: long hours, bosses who (she 
believed) knew less than she did, and insufficient pay. Like her male counterparts, she found living conditions intolerable 
and the government food “execrable.” She felt miserable and isolated when work took her to towns in the heart of the 
Zone, but when transferred to a job at Colén Hospital, she found the work even more difficult and the conditions in 
Panama more unpleasant. Two aspects of life and work in the Zone stood out to her as particularly unjust. First, she 
observed a widespread bias against women workers. Second, and closely related, she believed that American citizens 
failed to get the respect due them. She complained vociferously about the unwillingness of canal officials to hire women 
who were U.S. citizens. In offices known to be understaffed, Chatfield had offered to recruit a friend of hers from the 
United States, but she always received the same reply: “It is not the policy of the Commission to hire women.” The same 
happened to male friends of hers who sought jobs for their sisters. “Aliens, sots, sharpers, any old thing, will be given a 
position in an office by the Isthmian Canal Commission, anything but an American woman. ... Our desire and hope is to 
get the larger salaries we should receive in this climate to keep us out of the poorhouse when we get too old to work and 
we should be encouraged, not refused.” 

All around her, Chatfield believed, she saw talentless or ignorant people, mostly men and many of them foreigners, who 
had received good and high-paying jobs because they knew someone influential. She resolved to try the same tactic. She 
secured a better job by visiting a judge she had met and asking him to put in a good word for her with top officials. But 
the new job was not a sufficient improvement, and she kept hearing that the only way to improve her situation was to 
visit her congressman or senator. She determined, when she finally earned a vacation to go home, to visit her 
representatives. There she hoped to find out if it meant anything to be an experienced stenographer and “to have made 
every effort to comply with the advertised Civil Service requirements (barring the impossible one of changing your sex), 
to be a citizen of the U.S., a native of the U.S. and a descendant of men who fought and women who suffered to make 
this country a nation.” If it meant nothing, she declared, she wanted to know so that she might “not labor longer under 
delusions.” 

In August 1906, Chatfield, having earned that paid vacation, boarded a ship and headed to Connecticut, where she met 
with her aged congressman. She yelled at the top of her voice, she reported, because he was nearly deaf. She told him 
she had fourteen years of experience as a stenographer and that her family had been in Connecticut for 267 years. She 
had taken and passed the Civil Service Exam and now asked that her appointment be recognized by the Civil Service 
Commission so she would receive longer vacations and have her transportation covered. She also requested a raise in 
pay. Afterward she traveled to Philadelphia to meet with ICC officials, confident that they would grant her request. The 
officials disappointed her. They declared that women were not allowed to receive civil service appointments and that she 
was lucky even to have been hired. Her citizenship did not entitle her to special treatment, they informed her. Chatfield 
was aghast: “Until now | would not have believed that any official of any government in the universe, even the meanest in 
existence, would have made an official statement that a citizen of his country was the same as ‘people from all parts of 
the globe.’ ” Sorely disillusioned, Chatfield returned to the isthmus and finished out her time, then packed her suitcases 
for good and returned happily to the United States. In letters home to her literary club, she offered final advice for 
American sisters who might follow in her footsteps: “Do not feel proud because you are a citizen of and a daughter of the 
United States. These facts do not command respect here.” 

The largest concentration of female employees could be found in the modern hospitals of the Canal Zone. A small group 
of nurses had been among the very first Americans to arrive on the isthmus after the United States finished negotiating 
the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty in 1903. Many came to the isthmus with experience in the Philippines, Cuba, or Puerto Rico 
or on Indian reservations in the United States.“ At a time when American women were strenuously discouraged from 
coming to the isthmus, these early nurses entered a land feared for the pervasive death and disease that had 
handicapped the French construction effort. They nursed American officials and employees through malaria and 
pneumonia and suffered through the terror in 1905 when yellow fever struck. 


By 1908 several dozen nurses were working at each of the two main hospitals in the Zone, at Colén and Ancon. The latter, 
the larger of the two, could accommodate fifteen hundred patients at once. The lives of female nurses differed from 
those of male workers in many ways. They lived in female-only housing, and they faced special curfews and received 
greater scrutiny regarding their behavior (alcohol consumption seemed a particular concern). They also found their work 
environment extremely challenging. With hospitals divided into wards on the basis of gender, race, and sometimes 
nationality (there were special wards for women, Spaniards, and “coloreds”), nurses competed for assignments to the 
best wards. They protested particularly when assigned to the women’s ward, as all agreed it lacked basic medical 
resources. It was difficult for them to assert authority around male patients, and sometimes they felt uncomfortable in 
the mostly male environment of the Canal Zone.2 

A young nurse named Alice Gilbert recorded her impressions of the isthmus upon her arrival. Shown to her room in the 
nurses’ quarters near the hospital, she was taken aback by the awful, damp odor emanating from within: “But when one 
is weary they will sleep and so it was only too soon morning and | was awakened by a great bell being rung on the porch 
by a colored man, that was the rising bell.” She let the exotic sounds of tropical birds outside her room bring her more 
fully awake, then hurried down the hill to the mess. Gilbert quickly realized she would need to learn a few words of 
Spanish since the waiters spoke nothing else. At work, she found the hospital a busy place. Each ward had about twenty- 
two beds, yet “frequently we had cots down the center of the wards and on the porches and all filled.” The nurses 
dreaded mosquitoes and doses of quinine as much as patients did, and Gilbert described her many sleepless nights trying 
to catch mosquitoes that had somehow slipped inside her netting.”® 

Yet the life of a nurse in the Canal Zone involved some unusual rewards. These included a sense of empowerment that 
came from working with a group of highly skilled and well-paid women. Nurses were sorely needed, and yet turnover 
among them was high, as unmarried nurses frequently met and married canal employees. All this could make nurses a 
difficult group to manage, yet because they were highly visible symbols of the government’s authority, officials repeatedly 
felt compelled to control their work habits and appearance. In 1911 an effort by the government to introduce more 
stringent rules regarding uniforms demonstrated not only officials’ determination to manage every aspect of women’s 
work lives but also how tenaciously nurses stood up for their rights as they perceived them. Unlike many other American 
workers, these women appealed not primarily to their equal rights as citizens but rather to their right, as women, to 
gender equality. 

Previously, nurses had been required only to wear a white skirt and blouse; the rest of their attire was left to their 
discretion. Now Goethals decided, with input from William Gorgas and the superintendent of hospitals, Charles Mason, to 
prohibit French heels, require caps and rubber heels, and specify in detail the design of the skirt and blouse. Nurses had 
to hire a seamstress to make the uniform, and officials allowed a month before the new requirements would take effect. 
To the officials’ surprise, opposition emerged—particularly among nurses at Ancon Hospital.“ 

The historical record does not reveal how nurses initially responded to the new rules, but they must have found a way to 
express their opposition, because as the deadline approached, their superintendent felt nervous about enforcing the 
rules. He seemed to panic and wrote his superiors, he said, to “ascertain the extent of my authority in enforcing 
obedience.” Would he be supported if forced to “resort to measures of compulsion”? He anticipated that at least a few 
nurses would refuse to wear the new uniforms. Therefore, he planned to mark any such nurses as absent without 
permission. If his superiors felt unwilling to support such discipline, he cautioned, and unless there existed another plan 
for dealing with “determined insubordination,” then “it would seem better to rescind the order than to expose existing 
authority to an undermining influence.” 

When sanitary officers decided weeks later to discipline any insubordinate nurses and suspend them without pay, the 
nurses raised a vocal and effective protest. The nurse Lucy Busbey wrote Goethals a personal note of protest, asking 
“why, among the many thousand employees of the |.C.C. a special discrimination should be made requiring us to buy and 
wear a special uniform?” Officials argued that because nurses wore a special uniform while in school, they should wear 
one now. To this Busbey retorted that undoubtedly many male employees likewise wore uniforms at school. “Therefore 
why should a few women who happened also to be educated in institutions requiring a school uniform be especially 
discriminated against in this matter and on their small salaries be required to incur this extra expense?” Other nurses 
complained to Goethals that the current uniform had been acceptable for seven years and wondered why a change was 
now suddenly necessary. Bowing to their protests, Goethals delayed the starting date for the new uniforms and ordered 
an investigation into the entire matter.“ 

To the hospital superintendent the issues involved were relatively simple. A cap would highlight the dignity of nurses, 
providing them with a “symbol of office” while also enhancing discipline in the wards. The nurse Genevieve Russell 
agreed, writing Goethals, “As a nurse in the United States and in several foreign countries | have found the wearing of my 
cap and uniform my surest protection. It is only as men instantly recognize in us women set apart, and in a way 
consecrated, ... that they and we can be saved embarrassment and misunderstanding.” The cap, Russell argued, was the 
key, the symbol that established the “relation of patient and nurse—without it we appear simply women in white dresses, 
working around among the men.” But most nurses at Ancon Hospital disagreed with Russell. A letter signed by fifty-three 


of them, which included the vast majority of nurses there, protested to Goethals against wearing the new uniforms and 
caps. The latter they particularly despised, saying, “The cap is very impractical and entirely conspicuous in a hospital 
constructed on the plan of Ancon.”22 
Three months after the issue had first been raised, after a thorough investigation, Goethals ordered the new 
requirements put into effect. He accommodated the nurses as best he could, saying they could continue wearing their old 
uniforms as long as possible. Only when normal wear and tear forced replacing their uniforms with new ones would the 
new regulations be enforced with regard to the style of the skirt and blouse. Nurses must begin wearing the cap and 
rubber heels immediately, he declared. Perhaps content with this compromise, the nurses apparently ended their protest 
and complied with Goethals’s order.®+ 
Another sign that officials thought it important, if difficult, to improve efficiency among nurses can be seen in their 
reliance on some of the most innovative tools of labor management that had been devised by early-twentieth-century 
corporate capitalism. The officials made use of scientific management, a system of thought developed in the United 
States. Taylorism, as it was also known, after its creator Frederick Winslow Taylor, became popular among employers 
seeking effective labor management strategies. Taylorism combined detailed studies of employees’ efficiency with an 
extensive division of labor in order to better control them and maximize their productivity. Although originally intended 
for industrial environments, it became influential even in white-collar settings where female workers were predominant 
(among department store clerks, for example, and clerical workers). Therefore, it is not surprising that officials in the 
Canal Zone would turn to Taylorism.®4 
In 1908 and 1909 officials decided they should reduce the number of nurses working at Colén Hospital. Forty-two nurses 
worked there; officials determined seven would be dismissed and three others would be transferred to Ancon Hospital. 
The nurses were evaluated by the chief nurse and by three doctors. Each evaluator was asked to rank all forty-two nurses 
in order of their efficiency. Supervisors then compared the four ranked lists to determine which nurses would be retained. 
Evaluators assessed the medical knowledge of each nurse and her “purely professional ability,” as well as her health, 
temperament, executive ability, and “subordination to discipline.” Seniority was not to be included in the evaluation. W. 
H. May, an assistant of Goethals’s, oversaw the process. He confessed that the procedure itself was rather inefficient, 
particularly since one of the doctors involved had no firsthand knowledge of the nurses.22 
Virginia Mooney and Margaret Judge, two nurses discharged as a result of this exercise, refused to go without a battle. 
They protested to Goethals and claimed that personal prejudice had played a role. Virginia Mooney had worked on the 
isthmus since 1905 and nursed men through the yellow fever epidemic. Margaret Judge, a more recent hire, questioned 
why her service would suddenly be considered inefficient when previously her superiors considered her more than 
satisfactory. She also specifically raised the issue of seniority, protesting that more recent arrivals had been ranked more 
highly than she had.®4 
The evaluators, despite officials’ instructions, focused more on behavior, personality, and temperament than on the 
nurses’ skills or lack thereof. Most who testified regarding Margaret Judge’s efficiency agreed she possessed fine 
executive ability. However, some found her unable to maintain order on the wards, especially when a patient proved 
troublesome. Others declared that she irritated patients more than other nurses did. The chief nurse particularly 
evaluated nurses with an emphasis on their personal style: “Miss Ledden has a suave, easy manner; takes things easy, and 
while patients say things that would irritate .. . Miss Judge, they would not her.” Another nurse she described as “quiet 
and not excitable.” In the end, government officials decided Margaret Judge should be fired, and the grounds they gave 
concerned her temperament: “I believe her to be thoroughly competent professionally. | confess, however, that her 
youth and slight frame, together with her extreme nervous excitement impresses me that she was not among the best 
suited to the hard conditions of nursing on the Isthmus.”22 
Judge complained and tried to refocus the investigation on her superior’s work record. She declared that the chief nurse 
was herself inefficient and was prejudiced against her. But the chief of hospitals, H. R. Carter, found Judge’s claim of 
prejudice unconvincing. Whenever he had witnessed a disagreement between a nurse and a chief nurse, he declared, the 
former had always charged the latter with bias. He attributed this to the fact that “a sense of absolute justice does not 
seem to be a feminine characteristic.” While he had qualms about the way the medical staff determined the efficiency 
rankings, and felt sure they were not entirely correct, he also believed that no “intentional injustice has been done,” and 
he could not think of any way to make the efficiency rankings perfectly accurate. He recommended that the government 
let the rankings stand. Margaret Judge caught the next ship home for the United States.®® 

“KEEP THE EMPLOYEES CONTENTED AND SATISFIED” 
In their struggle to keep productivity high in the Canal Zone, ICC officials sought ways to control employees’ leisure as well 
as work hours. The first chief engineer, John Wallace, had declared in 1905 that amusements and diversions could not 
feasibly be provided in the Zone. Others thought differently. In 1904, as the U.S. occupation of the Canal Zone began, 
Secretary of War William Howard Taft worried that he would be sending thousands of men to the isthmus to suffer moral 
degradation: “As we know from our experience in the Philippines, the one great thing that leads to dissipation and 
dissolute habits, is the absence of reasonable amusements and recreation and occupation during the hours when the 


men are not at work.” Initially, ICC officials had their hands full combating yellow fever, making decisions about the 
design of the canal, and building housing, hotels, and cafeterias to provide for the thousands of workingmen. These 
responsibilities consumed officials through 1904 and 1905. By 1906 and 1907, however, their attention had turned more 
to engaging employees in pleasant and controlled amusements during their hours away from work. Officials decided that 
creating a regimented and disciplined workforce required extensive intervention into employees’ leisure time.®4 

From the beginning, the tropical environment provided some natural recreational opportunities. The nurse Louise Bidwell 
recalled that most nurses owned a horse and would go riding on their days off. Visiting the ruins of old Panama was a 
favorite excursion. Another nurse and one of the first women in the Zone, Alice Gilbert, described her horseback 
excursions: “The trails were good but the ticks and the red bugs were fierce. There was a trail that led to a tree ona hill in 
Gorgona in which you could stand and see the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.” She also recalled alligator hunts that lasted 
two days and involved camping in the jungle. On one trip she traveled with a group that killed fifty large alligators and 
reflected, “Don’t you think that makes up for some of the things we miss by staying down here?”2 

While they encouraged workers to take advantage of the beaches and other scenic attractions of Panama by giving them 
a free train pass each month, ICC officials also wanted to provide more organized forms of leisure. They saw this as 
particularly important for their male employees. Religious organizations eager to play a role in the Canal Zone submitted 
proposals outlining different possible approaches. The most comprehensive plan came from Clarence Hicks, the general 
secretary of the YMCA. He assessed conditions in the Zone in 1905 and concluded that his organization could play a 
beneficial role. Hicks itemized the many evil influences available to men in the Zone or nearby in Panama: gambling, 
bullfighting, cockfighting, and a great many saloons. On the other hand, influences for good behavior were notoriously 
missing: no libraries, no places of amusement, no meeting places for clubs or social interaction. Hicks concluded: “It is the 
deep conviction of the International Committee .. . that the establishing of Young Men’s Christian Associations on the 
Isthmus would do more to make and keep the employees contented and satisfied than any one thing the Canal 
Commission might do.” Because of the YMCA’s reputation for instilling a moral sensibility among workers in the United 
States—and for simultaneously preventing labor unrest—officials chose it to maintain and supervise government 
clubhouses in the Zone. 

President Roosevelt personally intervened, writing chief engineer John Stevens in 1906 to urge him to work with the 
YMCA. The ICC should build “an attractive, wholesome, decent club, to which men won’t have to be urged to go, but to 
which they will actually go of their on accord, probably with the purpose of getting amusement, but with the result also of 
their own moral and physical betterment.” It was important, Roosevelt stressed, that the clubhouses offer real diversion, 
and not just a single little room for prayer meetings. The YMCA had done admirable work among railroad men in the 
United States, and he knew the same moral improvement could be achieved among canal employees.®2 

By late 1907, ICC officials had built clubhouses in the four major towns of the Canal Zone—Empire, Gorgona, Culebra, and 
Cristobal—and turned them over to the International Committee of the YMCA to run. The clubhouse bylaws specifically 
limited membership to “white gold employees of the Canal Commission and Panama Railroad” and “other white residents 
of the Isthmus” who might be accepted as members by special action of the executive committee. The YMCA enforced 
the color line by ordering an investigation of personnel records when its officials suspected a person of color had 
attempted to pass as white in order to gain admission. White women could make use of the clubhouses for two 
afternoons—a total of five hours—each week. More than that, argued the YMCA’s advisory committee, “would endanger 
the work for which the organization was intended.” 22 

That real work involved encouraging better behavior among the white male American employees. For a fee of $12 per 
year the clubhouses provided white gold workers (“regardless of belief or creed”) with libraries and reading rooms, 
pleasant spaces for writing letters, pool and billiards tables, bowling alleys, soda fountains, and gymnasiums equipped 
with mats, boxing gloves, fencing equipment, and more. Organizations formed by white American employees now had a 
place to meet, and clubs that focused on photography, Bible study, singing, Spanish, mechanical drawing, chess, checkers, 
and production of minstrel shows all took advantage of the opportunity. Police chief George Shanton noted the beneficial 
influence of the YMCA that same year, writing to its manager: “There is less rowdyism, less loafing in and around saloons, 
and less drinking among the Americans since the organization of the Y.M.C.A. than ever before.”2? 

Yet the clubhouses seemed not to achieve their promise. Workingmen again demonstrated that they had a different 
vision from that of ICC officials. The ICC had planned to build four more clubhouses in 1909 as money became available, 
but for several reasons officials decided to build only one more. In a revealing report written in 1910, chief engineer 
Goethals assessed what had happened to the ambitious hopes for the clubhouses. Although there had been significant 
enthusiasm at first among employees, membership had fallen significantly in the years since they opened. Particularly in 
Gorgona, the machine shop town with the greatest number of skilled workers, membership had declined from 72 percent 
of all employees in 1907 to only 44 percent by 1910. Membership currently stood at little more than a thousand men, out 
of a working population of some five thousand. Goethals explained why: “The clubhouses do not draw the men who work 
in the ditch.” At Empire and Culebra membership remained higher, but both towns had a larger number of white-collar 
employees. The men who worked in offices found the clubhouses fit more easily into their lives, “as they can always be 


suitably dressed, [and] present a better personal appearance than men who work in the Cut from eight to ten hours per 
day.”22 

There was more involved than clothing, however, Goethals admitted. He noted that officials had learned workmen did 
not care to see the YMCA program expand, “unless the clubhouses were placed under their own management, or they 
could have more voice in the manner of their operation.” Workers most pointedly expressed unhappiness with the fact 
that on Sundays, the one day of the week most of them had free, many activities were not available at the clubhouses. 
The reading rooms and correspondence tables were open on Sunday, and club meetings and talks were allowed. The 
clubhouse rules stipulated that on Sundays “good music and good fellowship will be prominent features” while “games 
are set aside in keeping with the custom of the American people.” Goethals noted that “discontent had started in the 
Culebra Clubhouse, resulting in a largely-signed petition for Sunday opening of the billiard room and bowling alley.” Thus 
while the YMCA clubhouses continued to operate, overall they proved an expensive and limited experiment. In the United 
States, YMCA facilities were popular and effective as a medium for instilling middle-class notions of respectability in 
workingmen. In the Canal Zone, they proved instead another vehicle for negotiations between workers and government 
officials.23 

ICC efforts to regulate leisure time extended well beyond the YMCA clubhouses. Officials outlawed gambling and worked 
strenuously to enforce the law, raiding bachelor dormitories in search of illegal poker games or craps. Dances were held 
every other Saturday night at the Hotel Tivoli, attended by women and men in their nicest attire and ready to dance until 
midnight. Officials built baseball fields, and teams sprang up in each major town, their games popular with players and 
spectators alike. Singing and theatrical groups from the United States toured the Zone frequently. Social clubs like the 
Masons and the Red Men opened lodges in most towns and quickly signed up many skilled workers. Independent clubs 
also sprang up. Louise Bidwell remembered being invited by a group called Tropical Tramps to take a boat trip to Taboga 
Island. A rowdier singing group called the Society of the Chagres Hymnal declared as one of its rules: “Members who have 
taken less than six drinks will not be allowed to join in the song service. Whiskey tenors will please stick to the key.” 

As the latter suggests, alcohol was a serious matter in the Zone. It formed an important part of the day for most workers, 
and so for officials it became a matter of deliberate and careful regulation. They knew workers would acquire alcohol one 
way or another, and so they reluctantly allowed it but managed consumption as best they could. There were as many as 
sixty-three saloons in the Zone at any time. The writer Willis Abbot described them as “rough, frontier whisky shops.” In 
order to prevent the saloons from becoming social centers, officials allowed no chairs or tables. No alcohol was sold in ICC 
hotels, although customers could sometimes bring a libation with them to their table. In July 1913, as the construction 
project moved toward completion and the challenge of managing workers seemed less worrisome, all liquor licenses 
were suspended, and the Zone became dry in order to be in agreement with federal law that prohibited alcohol on 
government property. Even before then, however, the Canal Zone became known for regimentation of leisure hours as 
well as work, another sign of the extensive state intervention. In the rough and hardworking environment of the Canal 
Zone, it seemed that every effort by the government to control U.S. workers’ lives led those workers to seek outlets 
beyond the legal boundaries of the Zone even more energetically. 


AMERICAN CITIZENS working to build the canal, male and female, white and black, lived and worked in the Zone in ways 
very different from one another. They were separated by boundaries that granted or denied privileges according to 
current understandings of race, gender, citizenship, and skill. Because of the nature of government in the Zone, the so- 
called benevolent despotism, the state intervened thoroughly in their lives. Improving their working and living conditions 
necessarily involved the government, but it also required choosing whether to enforce or transgress the boundaries that 
separated them from others. Along the way U.S. employees proved more difficult to manage than officials expected or 
cared to admit. African Americans challenged the racialized segregation system, while female clerical workers and nurses 
argued for equal treatment. Citizenship rights emerged most often as the basis of employees’ protests. 

The most privileged of all employees demonstrated the system’s harsh character. By 1907 white male gold workers had 
bargained, complained, lobbied, quit, or organized strikes in order to achieve comfortable lives in the Canal Zone. The 
power and perks of skilled workers combined with the demands for full productivity and cost efficiency to prod officials 
toward a rethinking of the nature and purposes of the silver and gold system. Goethals and his staff fine-tuned existing 
policies and invented new ones to manage and discipline workers—such as replacing white American workers with lower- 
paid West Indians. The ICC’s strategies placed white skilled workers in a contradictory situation. They became more fully 
embedded in the system and more actively agents of their expansionist nation—seeking ways to enforce their privileges, 
emerging as spokesmen for the silver and gold system, pushing for firing of aliens, and complaining when nonwhite 
workers attempted to break through the color line. Yet simultaneously their positions in the Zone became vulnerable and 


threatened as officials replaced them with West Indians. This generated unhappiness among skilled workers and 
unacceptable rates of turnover. Officials had tamed their most powerful employees, but maximum productivity required 
more. It demanded that workers be satisfied enough with life in the Canal Zone to keep the protracted, ten-year project 
going. So ICC officials sought other mechanisms for managing and calming their workforce, turning increasingly to leisure 
activities as a diversion and encouraging workers’ wives to come and provide the comforts of home. Yet these, too, 
emerged as arenas of conflict and mediation. 

Meanwhile, a vaster challenge awaited the ICC officials. The tens of thousands of West Indians and southern Europeans 
who carried out the heaviest and dirtiest labor involved in building the canal, and who lived much less comfortable lives, 
were explicitly excluded by gold workers’ emphasis on their rights as citizens. They labored for a nation that refused to 
see itself as an empire yet treated them like colonial subjects, a nation that saw them as outsiders yet did not hesitate to 
use them as a tool to curb the power of their white American employees. Officials never counted on their West Indian 
workers as allies, but they expected to find them a tractable and pliant source of labor. Those ideas would be dashed at 
nearly every turn. 


CHAPTER THREE 
SILVER LIVES 
A GRENADIAN man named Isaac McKinzie came to the Canal Zone at age twenty-four and got work as a helper building 
the canal’s lock gates. The year was 1912, and the U.S. government had contracted out to McClintic-Marshall the building 
and installing of the gigantic lock gates. For unskilled silver employees this was extremely dangerous work, frequently 
resulting in injuries or even death. McKinzie’s job involved climbing down into the gate and guiding or extracting bolts 
that more skilled workers hammered through from outside. Just the day before, another silver employee had quit when 
ordered to do this task, but McKinzie accepted the job. He had worked for two weeks at the assignment when one of the 
bolts went in crooked and he was instructed to direct it as workingmen tried from the outside to straighten it. There was 
no light inside the gate, and so McKinzie had to get down very close to the bolt to see it. As he was bending down to 
examine the bolt, a skilled worker on the outside of the lock gate shouted, “Watch out then!” as he hit the bolt hard with 
his hammer. The bolt shot straight into McKinzie’s head and shattered his eyeball. A surgeon removed his eye, and he 
spent a month in the hospital recuperating without pay.* 
After he left the hospital, McKinzie sued the company for damages and asked for $10,000. The company’s lawyer argued 
that McKinzie was to blame, that he had failed to take proper precautions, and that many other men were performing the 
Same job and never complained about it. The circuit court of the Canal Zone found in McKinzie’s favor but ordered him an 
award of only $500. The judge argued that he had lost only one eye, thus he was not disfigured, and so would still be able 
to work. McKinzie wasn’t satisfied. He appealed the case to the Supreme Court of the Canal Zone, which found that given 
the pain and suffering he endured, and because his livelihood would be threatened for the rest of his life, the amount 
awarded to him should be $1,200. 
West Indians inhabited a difficult world and confronted racist hostility and condescension from their U.S. employers. Only 
after 1908 did the U.S. government provide compensation for disabilities or death, and then only for artisans and laborers 
engaged in work considered “hazardous,” and only if evidence was provided that they were not responsible for causing 
the injury. Before that time, the U.S. government gave injured silver workers only free medical attention and time off 
without pay.* Like McKinzie, many disabled West Indians fought aggressively for financial support they believed was due 
to them. McKinzie’s case was unusual both because he pursued it all the way to the Supreme Court and because he won a 
large financial reward. Often West Indians lost their court cases, with judges ruling in favor of the defendants or 
dismissing the cases altogether. Yet West Indians’ energetic use of the legal system to try to achieve justice suggests their 
creative ability to adapt in the face of an unfamiliar and bureaucratic foreign government. 
McKinzie’s case not only reflects the pathos of occupational injuries that so often afflicted West Indian workers but also 
demonstrates a degree of persistence and assertiveness that disproves common assumptions held at the time about 
West Indians. Officials like John Stevens saw West Indians as exotic creatures, lazy and unintelligent albeit gentlemanly. In 
fact, West Indians developed a wide range of strategies to shape their personal and working lives, improve their 
circumstances, and resist attempts by government officials to control them. Some, like McKinzie, used the judicial system 
to push for recognition and enforcement of their rights. Others devised more subterranean strategies involving careful 
choices to work and live where or how they wished. For West Indians, geographical and occupational mobility provided 
one of the most effective tools for creating independence for themselves in the regimented and industrialized Canal 
Zone. Viewing life and work from their perspective makes the world of the construction project look different. Officials 
could not conceive that silver workers developed such complex strategies and calculations. Nonetheless, the 
commissioners, engineers, and foremen of the ICC had to find ways to respond to West Indian laborers’ actions, choices, 
and life strategies. 
THE WORLD OF SILVER WORK 
When U.S. occupation of the Canal Zone began in 1904, nearly two thousand Jamaicans already lived there, many of them 
men who had migrated to the isthmus to work for the French canal project during the 1880s.2_ These West Indians 
witnessed a spectacular transformation of the isthmus as the Americans began to arrive. The story of one young 
Jamaican, Constantine Parkinson, suggests how dramatic the reconstruction of Isthmian geography must have seemed. 
Parkinson was born on the isthmus in 1894 and lived in the little town of Playa de Flor on the Atlantic coast near Toro 
Point, just across the bay from Colon, where the sound and smell of the sea were a part of daily life. The town was made 
up mainly of Jamaicans. Parkinson’s father, originally from Jamaica, probably worked on the French canal effort. When 
Parkinson was nearly nine, Panama achieved independence, and the United States acquired control over the Zone. Then, 
like a hurricane hitting the isthmus, the Americans built roads and bridges, housing, cafeterias, hotels, and commissaries. 
Whole towns sprang up to provide homes for the thousands of canal workers, with sections casually referenced as 
“Jamaicatown” or “Greek-town.” Other towns disappeared altogether. Parkinson’s home village of Playa de Flor vanished 
as the United States undertook fortifications of the coastline and built a vast Army outpost named Fort Sherman in its 
place. Parkinson played a small supporting role in these transformations. As a teenager, in 1909, he felt himself pulled 
into the eye of the Americans’ storm, taking a job as flagman in a surveyor’s gang near his home. The survey gang was 
clearing a path to build a railroad through the area as a preliminary to the fortification work. In that first year alone, 


Parkinson changed jobs two more times, working as a water boy for a clearing gang and as a chain man with a different 
survey gang. In the next years he kept switching jobs, finally ending up in 1913 with work as a railroad brakeman back at 
Toro Point, where construction of Fort Sherman had begun.* 

Most West Indians working on the canal during the American period were not born on the isthmus, like Parkinson, but 
came from islands across the Caribbean. From the beginning of the project, West Indians dominated the workforce: 
according to the ICC’s 1912 census, out of a total population in the Zone of sixty-two thousand, more than thirty thousand 
originated on islands across the Caribbean. Their world included a complex set of cultures, a diversity that is hidden by 
the generic label of “West Indian” that observers applied to them. West Indians were most often from the British 
Caribbean, but many came from French islands as well. The major recruiting offices were in Barbados, St. Kitts, and, until 
1907, Martinique and Guadeloupe, and thus many West Indians who boarded ships for Panama had come from these 
islands. Hundreds of others, however, came on their own from islands that had restricted emigration. Most commonly 
they had left jobs as plantation workers on islands like Barbados, Jamaica, St. Lucia, St. Kitts, Antigua, Grenada, and 
Trinidad, kissing loved ones good-bye and heading for the Americans’ jobs in Panama. They ranged in age from their early 
teens to their midthirties. They were leaving islands where unemployment, labor surplus, and low wages made it difficult 
to earn a decent living.2 

There was a broad range in skill level among West Indians, and they inhabited a wide spectrum of social and economic 
status and respectability. The ICC classified them according to one of three categories that overlapped rather murkily: 
laborers, artisans, and those on a monthly salary. Laborers were West Indians who performed unskilled labor; artisans 
were those engaged in a craft; and the monthly salaried category included both skilled and unskilled West Indians whose 
hours of work were irregular. During the peak period of construction in 1909, the ICC recorded more than five thousand 
silver roll employees on monthly salary, at least half of whom would have been West Indians (other silver employees paid 
on a monthly salary included Europeans, Panamanians, and Colombians). Several hundred of the salaried West Indians 
were white-collar employees such as policemen, teachers, storekeepers, and clerical workers, who composed the elite of 
their society in the Canal Zone. Policemen and teachers played especially important roles as figures of authority in the 
West Indian community, even though their numbers were relatively small. Close behind them were West Indians on 
monthly payroll whose work was seen as involving some skill and responsibility: bakers, cooks, waiters, barbers, foremen, 
watchmen, ship captains, steam-shovel and dredge engineers, firemen, and blacksmiths, followed by less skilled workers 
such as grave diggers, coal passers, janitors, and launderers.° 

The ICC’s use of the term “artisan” to describe West Indian craftsmen was particularly interesting. The label was intended 
only for West Indians. Although many Europeans worked on the silver roll, they were virtually never referred to as 
artisans. During congressional hearings into labor conditions in the Canal Zone conducted late in 1909, the chief 
quartermaster, Carrol A. Devol, characterized the artisans: “Altogether negroes. . . . Very few of the Spaniards are 
artisans.” Although thousands of white U.S. citizens worked at a craft much as these West Indians did, they were referred 
to as skilled mechanics, not as artisans. Devol explained: “The skilled mechanics are on the gold roll, and what are called 
artisans are on the silver roll.” One gold carpenter (typically a white U.S. citizen) might oversee eight to twelve silver 
carpenters (West Indians); one gold plumber might manage an area with a few silver plumbers under him. Organizing the 
work around a small number of mechanics versus a larger group of artisans was useful and efficient, Devol declared, for 
“there is economy in it.” The congressman interviewing Devol in this case finally grasped the situation: “The difference 
between an artisan and a mechanic is a matter of color?” Devol responded affirmatively.2 

From 1907 onward, as concerns about cost efficiency led ICC officials to replace white firemen, electricians, painters, 
masons, and other skilled craftsmen with West Indians, the number of artisans increased. As excavation work moved 
toward completion after 1910, the number of West Indian laborers diminished. As a result of these trends, artisans 
became a more important part of the West Indian community. Their group included plumbers, blacksmiths, masons, 
painters, electricians, carpenters, coppersmiths, car repairers, machinists, boilermakers, drill runners, drill helpers, 
molders, and pipe fitters. In 1909 the ICC reported having more than thirty-seven hundred artisans on its payroll; by the 
summer of 1914 that number had risen to more than nine thousand. The ICC paid most artisans the equivalent of sixteen 
to twenty cents in U.S. currency per hour throughout the construction decade. Several hundred more artisans, those with 
the greatest skills, were paid as much as twenty-five cents in U.S. currency per hour.® 

Although the artisanal and white-collar elite might come from any of the Caribbean islands, two main groups were 
represented: Jamaicans and Martinicans. Most policemen and teachers and many skilled workers were Jamaicans. Their 
higher status in part derived from the experience many had gained during the French construction era. In addition, the 
steep emigration tax imposed on Jamaicans by their government meant that those who traveled to the Zone were more 
likely to have some resources, skills, and education. Because they formed one of the largest groups in the Zone and held 
elite positions in the community, Jamaicans were at times resented by other West Indians. During the early years of 
construction, especially from 1905 to 1907, Martinicans also held many of the skilled jobs, although they often spoke little 
or no English. By 1907, when the Martinican government changed emigration laws, approximately fifty-five hundred 
Martinicans had entered the employment of the ICC.2 


Most West Indians, however, filled the much-needed category of unskilled laborers, and this, too, was a complex, 
regimented, and carefully categorized group. Nearly ten thousand West Indians worked as unskilled laborers as 
construction hit full intensity in 1909. Unskilled laborers included, at the lowest wage category (five U.S. cents per hour), 
young water boys and messengers and adult men who had been injured on the job and thus could not perform taxing 
labor. Most West Indians (more than six thousand in 1909, for example) worked as the classic “pick and shovel” men, 
earning ten U.S. cents per hour and doing the heaviest, hardest work in Culebra Cut, on building construction sites, or at 
Gatun Dam. They were typically separated into gangs and supervised at tasks like digging out a steam shovel buried in a 
landslide, pulling a car along railroad tracks when there was no engine to do the labor, or building roads. A final category 
of West Indian laborers included some two thousand men who worked as helpers to artisans or skilled mechanics and 
received thirteen cents per hour.?2 
These differences in pay, skill, and status made for significant disparities among West Indians in terms of their economic 
resources, their ability to send money home, and their ability to afford comfortable housing in Panama City or in Colon. 
Those who made a bit more money found it easier to escape the regimentation of the Zone and afford a nicer place in 
Panama. There were also differences between people who came from the various islands, and these contrasts typically 
escaped the notice of white observers. French and British West Indians might see life and work in very different ways, and 
even among the British West Indians tensions emerged. Besides the common resentment toward skilled Martinicans and 
Jamaicans, and the anger many West Indians reserved for Jamaican policemen they considered particularly cruel, cultural 
differences separated islanders from one another. Divisions based on language, religion, or the colonial policies of Britain 
and France meant that the diverse groups often had little in common. The ICC tended to put men from each island in 
separate gangs, but because they were housed and ate in cafeterias close to one another, disagreements among them 
often arose. A Jamaican carpenter working for the ICC explained that crowded housing contributed to such 
disagreements: “There is no sense in putting so many different races together—Jamaicans and Bims [Barbadians] and 
Martiniques in the same room. It is not right. What use are the Martiniques, anyway? They don’t understand English, and 
when the boss tells one to pick up a stick he will pick up a stone. They ought to get all Jamaicans and pay them better.” 
Over time, their presence in a foreign land and exposure to similar treatment by their U.S. employers would create a 
common bond among West Indians and consequently some basis for broader solidarities, but during the construction era 
the divisions between groups remained deep.*4 

“SOMEBODY DYING EVERY DAY” 
In the 1960s the Isthmian Historical Society held a competition for the “best true stories” of work and life during the 
construction era, and this resulted in submissions from several dozen West Indians. The entries came from islands across 
the Caribbean and from Panama. Most of those who wrote up their memories had worked not as laborers but at a craft 
or white-collar job, so for the most part they had faced less danger than did the unskilled laborers working in places like 
Culebra Cut. Nonetheless, the memoirists repeatedly stressed the danger of their work. Dynamite explosions, landslides, 
steam shovels toppling over, cranes swinging quickly by and crushing heads as they went, railroad accidents, falls from 
scaffolding while building the enormous locks and gates, and all the various diseases generated significant anxiety. A man 
named Albert Banister worked in the boiler room at Cristobal and related how casually death appeared in conversations: 
“Man die get blow up get kill or get drown during the time someone would asked where is Brown he died last night and 
burry where is Jerry he dead a little before dinner and buried so on and so on all the time.” Reginald Beckford, who 
worked as a messenger, a mail clerk, and then a salesman at a commissary, recalled: “It was nothing unusual to be 
walking on Front Street and sudenly you sees a yard engine with one I.C.C. flat car attached with dead men streched out, 
whose faces cannot be seen, because a piece of clean white canvas, the length of the car covers their faces, moving 
slowly towards the Old Colon Freight House. . . . The people in the vicinity gathers, including myself, trying to get a 
glimpse of their faces. You can’t. The canvas covers their faces. A policeman is on duty to prevent the people from going 
too near.” 
Constantine Parkinson remembered various terrors that cast a shadow during the years he worked on the canal. He 
watched one time as a landslide swallowed a large number of workers, most of them Europeans. Workers toiled day and 
night to dig the bodies out of the dirt and rocks, finding money tied around the waists of many of the dead men—the 
safest place, in the eyes of Spaniards and Greeks, to keep the money they were saving. “In construction days,” Parkinson 
concluded, “people get kill and injure almost every day and all the bosses want is to get the canal build.” One day 
Parkinson unfortunately joined the ranks of West Indians injured on the job. In 1913, eighteen years old and working as a 
railroad brakeman in the Zone, Parkinson fell victim to a train accident. Rushed to the hospital in Colén, he underwent 
surgery to amputate one leg and part of his other foot. Doctors feared he would die, but Parkinson survived, and years 
later still remembered what he saw upon awakening: “I notice all kinds of cripples around my bed without arms foot one 
eye telling me to cheer up not to fret we all good soldiers.” The accident ended Parkinson’s service on the construction 
project. After waiting a year, he returned to the hospital, where doctors fitted him with an artificial leg. “It was a big day 
for me returning home as many said that | would not live.”*4 
Yes, one veteran remembered, “the flesh of men flew in the air like birds many days johncrows feed on the bowels of 


men around the jungles.” Illness could be avoided only with great luck. If you missed seeing a friend for a few days or a 
week, it was said, “don’t wonder, he’s ether in the hospital or at Monkey Hill [later renamed Mount Hope Cemetery] 
resting in peace.” Nehemiah Douglas recalled working as a rigger on a crane when the cable broke, killing several men 
instantly: “The amount of blood that flowed gave the appearance of a little gully, and when | saw what appeared an island 
of blood, | got nervous, | think, because how | got down, | do not know; but | got down and ran like never run a man 
before, straight home in Paraiso. So fast did | run that when | arrived home | heard the whistle giving the knock off signal.” 
Death became one more matter for the ICC to handle: officials extended railroad tracks all the way to Mount Hope 
Cemetery so that they might dispose of the dead more efficiently.+2 

Such dangers and threats were reflected in West Indians’ songs as well. Among a vast repertoire of work songs, they 
frequently chose to sing one plaintively titled “Somebody Dying Every Day.” In the geographer Bonham Richardson’s 
interviews with canal workers and their children in Barbados conducted during the 1980s, the death of loved ones 
remained a vivid memory. When someone died in the Canal Zone, a friend or relative would send a mourning letter, its 
envelope bordered in black, to break the news to family back home. Claudine Cadogan of St. James, Barbados, 
remembered the fear of receiving that black symbol of death: “Once when | was a small girl, | heard people moaning and 
crying out. | went to the house and saw the mother holding a black-bordered envelope and crying. That meant her son 
had died in Panama.”*4 

Government officials’ reactions to issues of health and safety provide an indication of how differently they and other 
white Americans experienced the construction project. According to officials, the death rate in the Canal Zone was 
remarkably low: by the end of the construction era they specified it was less than 0.08 percent, a lower rate than in even 
the healthiest states of the United States. This statistic led to boasts that the U.S. government had finally “conquered the 
tropics for the white race.” Certainly conditions were vastly better than during the French era, and they compared 
favorably to those in many industrial and company towns in the United States and in sites of capitalist development 
around the world. However, accidents, illness, and death, like everything else in the Zone, followed a color line. Officials 
conceded that the vast majority of deaths occurred among West Indians. According to government figures, approximately 
5,600 people died during the U.S. construction of the canal. Of those, 4,500 were black (predominantly West Indians), and 
only 350 were white U.S. citizens. However, this figure is inaccurately low, particularly regarding West Indian mortalities. 
The historian Michael Conniff has shown that poor record keeping, a common tendency among West Indians to change 
both their jobs and their names, and the fact that they often lived in the towns and cities of Panama rather than in the 
Canal Zone resulted in many unrecorded deaths. Conniff estimates the mortality figure to be close to 15,000 among West 
Indians over the course of the U.S. construction decade—or about 10 percent of all immigrants. 

Conditions were roughest in the early years. Claude Mallet, the British consul who represented the interests of British 
West Indians in the Canal Zone, reported on the hardship workers faced in 1905: “I was frequently appealed to by large 
bodies of labourers who alleged they had not been paid their wages, in some instances for six weeks, and were bordering 
on a state of destitution.” They also complained bitterly about the harshness of Zone policemen and foremen in 1905. 
And disease was at its worst during this early period. By 1906 sanitation officials had gotten yellow fever under control, 
and by 1908 sanitation and medical improvements had at last resulted in declining rates of pneumonia and malaria. Yet 
those diseases remained a threat throughout the construction era, as did accidents on and off the job. Few West Indians 
managed to avoid harm even if they did avoid death. In fiscal year 1912, for example, the Sanitation Department reported 
that 23,800 “colored persons” had received treatment in the hospital or at the “sick camps” in each town of the Zone, or 
had been reported as sick in their quarters. According to the census completed in February of that year, 31,525 West 
Indians lived in the Zone; even if we add the several thousand more who worked for the United States but lived in the 
Republic of Panama, this means that as many as two-thirds of all West Indians reported sick or required medical attention 
during that year. West Indian workers and their families learned their way around the hospitals of the Canal Zone, most of 
them catching malaria several times and confronting injury more than once. Like Constantine Parkinson, more than a few 
went home missing a limb or an eye.*® 

With the mortality rate vastly higher among West Indians than among white Americans, it becomes clear that death, like 
everything else in the Zone, was highly racialized. Poor sanitary conditions in West Indian communities—windows that 
lacked screens to bar mosquitoes, stagnant water near homes—would never have been tolerated in the white towns of 
the Zone. West Indians also were typically the ones victimized by landslides, dynamite explosions, or other industrial 
accidents. They worked through torrential rains, sometimes toiling for hours at digging or drilling in water up to their 
waists even after the rain subsided. Often they returned home from work with their clothes completely soaked. Most had 
only one set of clothes, particularly in the early years, and so they would get up the next day, put on wet clothes, and go 
back to work. “I came wet to my home and leave for work in rain,” wrote a West Indian man.—2 

Aaron Clarke arrived in the Canal Zone in December 1906 and poignantly described his life and work. He and the others 
left the ship and boarded a train for the Jamaicatown near Gatun. Aaron was lucky, he recalled, because he was among 
the first to be assigned rooms in houses built by the ICC. Their predecessors had all lived in tents. They traveled to a mess 
kitchen where each received a plate, cup, and spoon (the cost of which would be taken out of their first paychecks). Then 


they formed a line and received rice and red beans, beef with gravy, bread, and tea. However, “the meals was of very low 
standard as far cooking was concerned.” After eating, Aaron was put to work in the lumberyard. Over the years he held 
many different jobs. After six months in the lumberyard he cleaned railroad cars, then switched to the Sanitation 
Department. With the latter he performed several different jobs: “I dug ditches dropped mosquito oil made drains, dug 
graves acted as pallbearer and sometimes when we could afford the time | performed a short religious ceremony.” He 
found conditions very rough. As late as 1908, he recalled, during the rainy season often all his clothes would be wet, even 
though by this time he had saved up and managed to purchase two or three sets of clothes. “But the majority of us used a 
scheme to put on those wet clothes, that is we took the clothes to the bath room with us and immediately leaving the 
shower without drying our skin we put the wet clothes on, took our breakfast and was off to work for another day of hard 
toil.” 

Life in the camps was difficult in other ways. At 7:00 a.m., a watchman would come around and fine those he found, 
unless they were sick, for their failure to work. At 9:00 p.m., officials would knock loudly on a metal bar to signal that 
lights must be turned out. The latrine or outhouse was a couple hundred feet away from the camp for sanitary reasons, 
and men were not allowed to use a basin in the camp to relieve themselves. And so, as Aaron Clarke put it, “you can 
imagine the hardship and difficulties that we encountered in those days especially on nights when the rain was falling.” 
Even this seemed like paradise compared with the conditions that confronted the earliest workers, who bedded down 
their first nights on chain-link bunks covered with a piece of canvas, with no sheets, blankets, or pillows, “just the cold 
chain bunk.”22 

By 1907 conditions had greatly improved. However, visiting that year to investigate life and work in the Canal Zone, the 
reformer Gertrude Beeks still found a host of problems facing West Indian laborers. She complained about the small 
amount of space provided them in the dormitories, the metal bunks upon which many men slept, the lack of screens or 
mosquito netting, and the fact that some camps were built in low areas where the lack of drainage caused poor sanitary 
conditions. West Indians desperately needed warm showers, more blankets, better food, and sheds built near the 
heaviest construction areas for resting out of the rain and for keeping their clothes dry. But government officials 
countered that workers did not need sheds, and even if they did, the government lacked the money to build them. The 
rooms were large enough, the bunks comfortable enough, the food good enough, and protection from mosquitoes not 
necessary. Tellingly, Goethals responded to the request for netting by declaring it unnecessary because malaria was not a 
problem for West Indians: “It is generally admitted . . . that the colored people are immune.” Actually, he declared, the 
greatest death rate among Negroes was due to pneumonia, and so mosquito netting would not make a significant 
improvement.?2 The government finally did take steps to control the rate of pneumonia, building some sheds where 
laborers might dry their clothes, selling flannel cloth (which West Indians bought for making undergarments), and making 
sure the men had blankets. Yet these measures never brought either malaria or pneumonia under control. 

In 1912, Gorgas testified regarding two of the biggest health threats among West Indians. The first was nephritis (liver 
disease), which he declared was due to West Indians’ consumption of large quantities of rum. The second was 
pneumonia, and he testified that it greatly concerned him and his medical staff. In 1906 the medical staff had faced an 
excessive problem with deaths from pneumonia. More workers died from it than from all other causes combined, and the 
vast majority of these were West Indians. Doctors carefully studied the situation and found the main cause was that 
laborers from Barbados and Jamaica generally had only one set of clothes: “They worked in the rain all day; a man would 
buy a few cents’ worth of food in the morning, cook it himself, eat it, and go to work. .. . At night he would go to bed in 
his wet clothes.” When Gorgas was asked what he had done about the high rates of pneumonia, he responded, “We have 
taken no particular measure,” and explained that his board of experts studied the situation and found that the highest 
rates of pneumonia existed among workers who had recently arrived and caught the influenza that pervaded the isthmus. 
He therefore recommended that the government’s sanitary measures focus not on preventing pneumonia or the spread 
of influenza but on treating those already ill. Meanwhile, he noted reassuringly, the government should expect that when 
the numbers of new workers declined, the rates of pneumonia would likewise decrease.72 

Gorgas’s determination to aggressively study pneumonia while doing little to treat it reflects the concerns of an ambitious 
young medical establishment eager to analyze and tame the tropics in order to make them safe and comfortable—for 
whites. Gorgas and his staff studied every possible disease, writing up their findings for medical journals. Their overly 
zealous research is evident in the number of unfortunate West Indians diagnosed as insane. Hundreds of people were 
committed to the insane wards of Ancon and Colon hospitals. Virtually all of them, to judge from the judicial records of 
the Panama Canal Zone, were West Indian. The records indicate some of the symptoms laborers manifested. For 
example, Arthur Andersen from Jamaica, aged eighteen, was admitted to the hospital in June 1911. He developed 
delusions, believing he had lost some relatives and fearing that someone “desired to have his foot cut off, to which he 
strenuously objected.” He also had a tendency to engage in religious rants, “being obsessed with the idea that the end of 
the world is near,” which caused him to begin preaching to imaginary people. As a result, this young man was 
permanently committed to the insane ward of the hospital. Likewise, Mary Gowdy, from Bridgetown, Barbados, had lived 
in the Canal Zone for five years. Her husband, a laborer for Swift and Company in Colén, contacted the insane asylum, as 


she was acting odd, believing herself persecuted. She refused to let nurses care for her and prayed in a loud voice.21 
According to official records, these delusions, hallucinations, paranoia, and religious rants were rarely manifested among 
other groups. The legal records of the Canal Zone include innumerable cases of West Indians committed to the asylum for 
weeks or sometimes years as a result of such symptoms, and often West Indians complained to the British consul about 
having been wrongly institutionalized. In 1907 the ICC’s annual report mentioned that an insanity ward and an asylum 
had been built at Ancon Hospital, but little detailed mention of the disease was made. By 1912 more than 550 people 
were being treated by the ICC for insanity; 9 were U.S. citizens, 43 were Europeans, and more than 500 were black West 
Indians. One might interpret the incidence of hospitalization for insanity as an unusual exercise in labor discipline, but this 
seems unlikely. The U.S. government had unlimited powers of deportation; if a laborer or family member proved 
troublesome, it would be far easier and cheaper to deport him or her. Committing laborers to the hospital, especially for 
an extended period, cost the U.S. government a significant sum of money. It seems more likely that the burgeoning 
curiosity of a young medical establishment, combined with a tendency to medicalize certain social and economic 
problems among West Indians (which in turn reflected their treatment by the ICC), provides the best explanation for this 
remarkable outbreak of insanity among one specific group of workers.22 

To the constant presence of death, disease, and crippling accidents was added the strikingly callous response of some 
Americans to the distressing conditions West Indians faced. Reginald Beckford worked as a salesman in the commissary at 
Col6n, one of the better jobs available to a West Indian. Every day he would watch as the 4:30 train pulled out for 
Panama City with an engineer named Billy at the throttle. Beckford remembered that Billy had a policy, “whether he is 
talking truth or not,” “that he will stop his train on the tracks for a horse, or a cow but not for a human.” One day while 
Beckford was waiting for the train, he discovered that Billy had not been joking. After Billy’s train roared by, Beckford saw 
people running toward the tracks. He followed and saw the “half body of a man laying on the tracks. The man had been 
cut clean across the abdomen. His hands untouched, his eyes opened. Where are his legs? His legs had been carried 
almost a city block.” The train had continued on its journey after killing the unfortunate West Indian, not stopping until 
reaching its destination at Mount Hope Cemetery.” 

The testimonies of West Indians about construction days include many references to the indignities to which American 
officials exposed them. Alfred Dottin declared, “I shall never forget the train loads of dead men being carted away daily, 
as if they were just so much lumber.” Many spoke of feeling they were treated like animals. Jules Lecurrieux arrived on 
the isthmus and found “to our surprize we were unloaded off the train as animals and not men, and almost under strict 
guard to camps.”“* Marrigan Austin reached Colén after many days on a crowded ship with very little food. He and the 
other men were very hungry as they climbed off the ship, he said, after receiving scarce rations for days on end: “We saw 
...a pile of bags of brown sugar. And the whole crowd of us like ants fed ourselves on that sugar without questioning any 
one, and no one said any thing to us either.” Later Austin took a job drilling dynamite holes, and he found conditions 
harrowing. He concluded: “Life was some sort of semi slavery, and there was none to appeal to, for we were strangers 
and actually compelled to accept what we got, for in any case of an argument we would have to shut up, right or wrong. 
And the bosses or policemen or other officials right or wrong could be always winning the game.”22 

Marrigan Austin was not the only one to compare conditions in the Canal Zone to slavery, and it’s true that West Indians 
had few sources of leverage against their new employer. They had neither unions lobbying for them nor representatives 
who might appear before congressional committees to speak their case. Their main governmental resource, diplomatic 
representatives from their mother countries of Britain or France, was only inconsistently helpful, and the American public 
felt indifferent about the conditions they confronted. The U.S. government deliberately kept a huge surplus of unskilled 
Caribbean laborers on the isthmus in order to forestall any ambitious strategies of collective organizing. The government 
had many tactics for maintaining discipline among West Indians, including deportation, vagrancy laws, policing, and 
prison sentences.-*° 

The Zone police force, consisting of white Americans (first-class policemen) and West Indians (second-class policemen), 
played a central role in disciplining residents of labor camps. M. H. Thatcher, the head of civil administration in the Zone, 
noted that West Indians on the police force were “very useful in dealing with the black population. .. . We do not give 
them the same police powers that we give white policemen, but we give them sufficient powers to be very useful in their 
work.” 22 

The justice meted out by Zone policemen could be harsh. Harry Franck recalled being instructed as he left to patrol the 
town of Gatun one night: “New Gatun is pretty bad on Saturday nights. .. . The first time a nigger starts anything run him 
in, and take all the witnesses in sight along.” Likewise, the writer Poultney Bigelow described at length policemen’s 
reputation for petty extortion and harsh treatment of laborers: “I found on all sides among the poor, whether Jamaican 
negroes or Panamans, this dread of the big policeman who swaggered about as though it was his duty to club people in 
order to show his zeal for the canal.” Police constantly monitored the labor camps, arresting men for vagrancy, loitering, 
drunkenness, or disorderly conduct. West Indians feared harassment at the hands of policemen and learned to act in a 
way that would not draw attention. A St. Lucian laborer recalled, “Many get beat up get kill by Canal Zone Police it never 
happen to me when you are respectible law abiding person Uncle Sam stand by you remember the Laws must be at all 


cost respected.” 28 
Loiterers were either fined anywhere from $5 to $25 or sentenced to time in jail, and since the vast majority of West 
Indians could not afford such a fine, they typically faced prison. The Jamaican Charles Hamilton, for example, was 
standing on the porch of his room in Pedro Miguel when policemen came through asking men why they were not 
working. Hamilton said he had worked twenty-two days already that month and was taking the day off. The police 
arrested him and, upon checking his record, found he had worked only eight hours that month. Hamilton was tried, 
convicted of vagrancy, and, because he had also lied to police, given an unusually harsh sentence: thirty days in prison, a 
$25 fine, and all court costs. Occasionally, men sentenced to the penitentiary would try to escape to Cuba before being 
transferred to prison, and sometimes they succeeded. Cuba was seen as their refuge, as one man put it.22 
In one two-week period during the summer of 1911, police sweeping through the labor camps and towns of the Canal 
Zone arrested thirty people for vagrancy, drunkenness, and such. The number of workers questioned for possible 
offenses was much higher. In one town alone, police detained and questioned some sixty men. All but five managed to 
provide a satisfactory explanation for their idleness. They typically declared they worked night jobs or were recovering 
from an accident or illness. Of the thirty arrested in towns across the Zone and taken to court, more than half were West 
Indians; the others were mainly Spaniards, Britons, Colombians, and Panamanians. The courts dismissed seven cases of 
the thirty, including the only two pressed against white Americans (a foreman and a sailor). All others received sentences 
ranging from five to thirty days in prison and fines from $5 to $20. The ICC records are filled with grievances by West 
Indians about police mistreatment. They complained of being arrested and imprisoned unjustly, of brutal beatings during 
the arrest, and sometimes of insulting comments made by policemen. If such an intimidating police presence combined 
with arrests and possible time in jail proved insufficient to eliminate idleness among canal workers, there was always the 
threat that serious offenders would be sent to the Zone penitentiary at Culebra, which housed 150 convicts as of 1912, 
the vast majority of them West Indians. Prisoners at the penitentiary were required to work at hard labor, which 
consisted most often of road construction. The acting head of civil administration, H. H. Rousseau, also instructed the 
chief of police to get the word out: “I think that if it becomes generally known that all prisoners in the Canal Zone are 
required to perform hard labor, it will have a very beneficial influence.” 22 

“IF THEY DO NOT WORK THEY WILL STARVE” 
Government officials’ focus on vagrancy laws, deportation, and hard labor for convicts reflects the central fact that the 
vast army of West Indians was difficult to manage. The ICC couldn’t construct the canal without these workers, yet 
disciplining them proved a major preoccupation. ICC officials looked to the British and French diplomatic representatives 
for help in managing West Indians and ensuring efficient labor; yet simultaneously, West Indians looked to the British and 
French governments for help in protecting their rights. This put the consuls from Britain and France in a complex position. 
Consider the case of the British consul in Panama, Claude Mallet. Mallet had begun his tenure on the isthmus when the 
French attempted to build the canal. During the U.S. construction decade he received regular complaints from West 
Indians regarding problems that ranged from harsh treatment by the Canal Zone or Panamanian police to unjust 
incarceration in insanity wards or jails, cruel foremen, or destitution when pay from the U.S. government came late. 
Mallet attended to some complaints, but he generally empathized with U.S. officials and shared their negative opinion of 
West Indians. Mallet reflected once upon the many strikes he had handled during the French and U.S. construction 
projects: “What | have always done has been to get the employer to do what is just towards the men and then tell them 
in unmistakable language to work, and if they do not work they will starve, and that if they disturb public order the 
government counts upon enough force to keep the peace, and their acts be upon their own heads if they suffer in 
consequence of defying armed forces.”34 
Throughout his years of service Mallet repeatedly proclaimed himself terribly impressed with American policies. President 
Roosevelt met with Mallet during his visit to the isthmus and asked him how he thought they were faring. Mallet began 
by noting that West Indians now lived far better than they had during the French era. Questioned more closely, the 
consul admitted that he had never personally inspected either the housing or the food supplied to them. Yet he 
confidently concluded that the complaints coming from them “were so few and trivial | generally found upon 
investigation that they had no foundation and therefore was convinced the labourers must be well treated and well cared 
for by the Commission.”22 
The evidence suggests a different reality: West Indians had solid ground for complaining about many aspects of their lives 
on and off the job. Mallet was certainly correct that conditions had improved since the days of French construction, 
particularly in terms of disease, but he shared with American officials many notions of West Indian inferiority that 
precluded him from seeing the necessity for humane treatment. West Indians’ grievances were numerous, and one of the 
major problems they perceived was Mallet’s neglectful behavior and reluctance to do more to improve their working and 
living conditions. Demanding that he be more helpful, West Indians appealed to the rights owed them by the British 
Commonwealth. When a laborer named Jacob Marsh lost his leg in 1911 and failed to receive a wooden replacement 
from the U.S. government, he pleaded with the British for assistance: “I know that my Mother Court will not for sake 
these few lines.” Another West Indian wrote more angrily in 1914 about what he perceived as Mallet’s dereliction of duty, 


and his unhappiness over the large numbers of laborers being imprisoned by the Panamanian government as 
construction neared completion and massive unemployment set in. He declared to Mallet that he knew the laws of 
England, and he knew West Indians legally deserved more help from their diplomatic representatives.*2 
Even back in Britain some worried that Mallet needed to do more. The socialist member of Parliament J. Keir Hardie 
declared his concern in 1908 at the high rate of disease (particularly tuberculosis) among West Indians, the fact that some 
were simply deported home to be cared for by impoverished family members, and the fact that the situation would now 
only worsen due to a recent order that the men continue working through the rain. He noted, “Surprise is expressed 
among American officials at the non-interference of the British government.” His superiors in London instructed Mallet to 
investigate and provide a report on the matters Hardie had raised.*4 
Sometimes West Indians appealed directly to ICC officials for improvements. One option was to pursue a grievance 
through their immediate supervisors. The silver brakemen of Pedro Miguel and Las Cascadas, for example, wrote officials 
a polite note in 1913 and pointed out that they regularly worked late into the evening, plus Sundays and holidays, and 
should receive overtime pay for that, as did gold roll employees. They signed themselves “your faithful Servants and 
workers.”22 Other West Indians showed up at Colonel Goethals’s office on Sunday morning to request help, and they 
tended to express very different concerns from white residents of the Zone. White workers and their families went to 
Goethals about a wide variety of problems, from troublesome coworkers to abusive or loud neighbors, while the majority 
of West Indian complaints focused on mistreatment by white police, foremen, or others in positions of authority. 
Haviland Nevers, for example, a West Indian fireman, complained to Goethals about a conflict with a conductor on the 
labor train as he headed from Empire to his job in Tabernilla. It began with a small act of rebellion on his part when he 
was either slow or unwilling to show his pass and pay the ten cents required for the trip. It ended with him getting hit in 
the head with a lantern, thrown off the train, and finally beaten by ten white workers seeking to assist the conductor and 
enforce his orders. Goethals’s investigator interviewed several witnesses and concluded the beating had been 
unnecessary, but suggested that the conductor be given only a mild punishment, since Nevers had helped cause the 
problem through his “bullheaded” behavior.22 
West Indians not only possessed fewer resources than white workers; they also found themselves scrambling to adjust to 
different circumstances from those they were accustomed to back home. The work routine in the Canal Zone was highly 
mechanized and regimented; the U.S. government’s style was bureaucratic and more openly racist. A Jamaican carpenter 
who worked during both the French and the U.S. construction projects compared the two approaches. The United States, 
he said, was much more orderly. Zone policemen and harsher laws had nearly put a stop to quarrels, cockfighting, 
drinking, and dancing in the streets, and he approved of this: if a man shoots off a gun now that the United States is in 
control, “the police catch him and jerk him up to the prison so fast that his feet don’t have a chance to touch the ground.” 
Yet he said also that the workers toiled much harder under the Americans, even though they worked fewer hours, and 
that they were more afraid of the Americans than they had been of the French. The Americans remained quiet until they 
got really vexed, he observed, and then there was trouble. Finally, he noted, “The Americans are too much of schemers to 
waste time or money. There are no loafing jobs now, such as there used to be. It is like running a race all the time. You 
don’t mind it for a day, but you can’t keep it up.”24 
West Indians who had traveled to the isthmus found these new conditions and expectations challenging. Most of them 
had labored before coming to Panama on sugar or banana plantations, had cultivated small farms, or had worked in cities 
in small shops as craftsmen. British elites had encouraged workers’ ties to the British Empire as sources of control. The 
labor system of the Caribbean was profoundly paternalistic and based on thorough legal, economic, and political 
domination, yet planters nurtured laborers’ feelings of independence through piecework and _ sharecropping 
arrangements. Plantation laborers struggled, sometimes successfully, to save a bit of money so they could buy their own 
land. Despite the low pay and harsh conditions at home, many Caribbean workers looked back sentimentally at the way 
they had been treated there and found it distinctly superior to their treatment in the Zone.*2 

“YOU CAN NOT COERCE THEM VERY MUCH” 
To more than a few West Indians, life and work in the Canal Zone seemed a step back from independence, and, perhaps 
fueled in part by nostalgia for the life left behind, they battled energetically with the U.S. government—especially over 
the conditions at work, and living and eating arrangements. They brought with them to Panama different work rhythms 
and attitudes from what the government officials and engineers desired. These latter groups hoped to see Caribbeans 
adopt industrial-style discipline, efficient work habits, and respect for authority. The contrasting expectations created 
profound tensions between the two groups, of the same sort that had played out so many times before around the world, 
for example, when Irish immigrants entered U.S. factories in the 1840s or when African American female sharecroppers 
moved to a nearby city and began working in domestic service. In such cases, just as in the Canal Zone, workers 
confronting a more regimented work environment resisted and found a way to assert their own priorities, while 
employers denounced them for their undisciplined approach.22 
Government officials constantly compared Caribbeans with other groups and proclaimed that they provided inferior 
labor. Spaniards, Chinese, Panamanians—all, officials believed, would work harder and more efficiently than Barbadians 


or Jamaicans. Leading officials like John Stevens did comment on certain virtues of West Indians, describing them as 
surprisingly literate, gentlemanly, law-abiding, and unlikely to cause trouble. In the Canal Zone those workers arrested for 
rowdiness or excessive drinking were almost always U.S. citizens, not West Indians. Officials saw them as generally 
physically fit and strong, yet with some weaknesses. Theodore Shonts, the chairman of the ICC, declared them “strong on 
the jaw,” that is, excessively talkative. Like exaggerated versions of Negroes from the U.S. South, Shonts assessed, 
Jamaicans in particular “use very good English, and seem to be very proud of it, and they are rolling their words like a 
sweet morsel under the tongue most of the time.” According to Shonts, West Indians’ greatest weakness lay in their 
propensity to “work long enough during the week, for instance, to get enough to live upon and enjoy themselves in their 
own way, and then, instead of going on and attempting to add to their earnings, they will stop work and go to frolicking 
and resting.”*2 

Usually, officials portrayed the inefficiency of West Indians as proof of their inferiority, their lower development as a 
culture and as a race. West Indians’ laziness, they argued, derived from their vast ignorance and lack of ambition. John 
Stevens declared, “The West Indian negro is childlike in his disposition, and the ordinary white man, if he treated one of 
those negroes harshly, would feel . . . if he had any manly feelings, as he would feel toward a child.” Yet at times officials 
conceded that something else was involved. Stevens believed that West Indians willfully sought to control their work 
environment and resist the exhortations of foremen and supervisors: “Instead of obtaining a fairly continuous amount of 
labor, as we do from gangs here at home, one-half of the efficiency of this colored labor is lost owing to their deliberate, 
unceasing, and continuous effort to do as little work as possible.”4* 

Though they were powerless in many ways, West Indians forced the ICC to adapt to their needs and desires in certain key 
respects. They quit and changed their jobs regularly, often changing their names to facilitate the move. Mobility allowed 
them to seek better conditions, higher pay, a kinder foreman, or more opportunity or simply to resist the pace of the 
Americans’ job. Officials found controlling West Indians a huge challenge because of their constant mobility and the ways 
it enabled them to demand better working conditions. In late 1909, Goethals issued uniform rates of pay for silver 
workers that were henceforth to be applied across the entire Zone. His reason was that silver employees had, by changing 
their jobs, found it possible to force different divisions to pay more for their labor, which was gradually pushing up wages 
and depriving certain divisions of the requisite number of workers. It was a rare public admission that West Indians 
sometimes forced bosses at the ICC to adjust their policies in order to tighten management. Officials similarly found it 
hard to keep track of individual West Indian workers amid the changing of jobs, residences, and names. They pleaded 
with men not to change their names and asked the British consul to intervene on the issue, but to no avail.42 

West Indians vexed ICC officials not only by changing jobs but also, frequently, by refusing to show up for work. In 1906 
officials admitted they needed to maintain an active workforce of twenty-three thousand to twenty-five thousand West 
Indians, even though they needed only fourteen thousand to fifteen thousand workers on any given day. This allowed 
some nine thousand to eleven thousand workers to miss work each day and still left sufficient laborers to accomplish the 
required tasks. As Shonts put it, “They work two or three days and drop out, and another gang comes in and works. ... 
[A]bout a third of them do not show up regularly.” Similarly, D. D. Gaillard, the engineer in charge of the central division 
(which included Culebra Cut), noted that he oversaw roughly fourteen thousand men, although only ten thousand 
showed up on a typical day. The absences proved especially common during the rainy season. Therefore, while officials 
found it useful to maintain a surplus in order to discipline workers and prevent strikes, West Indians had also forced them 
to recruit a much larger workforce simply so foremen would have enough laborers to get the required jobs done.*2 

Chief engineer John Stevens portrayed the situation graphically: 

On Monday the labor ranks are fairly full, on Tuesday they are less so, and on Wednesday a decided shrinkage in the daily 
force account is shown, and tapering down until Saturday. The force has diminished to such an extent that many of the 
lines of work are paralyzed, which shows that the mental capacity of the average West Indian negro is limited to the 
extent that he can in most cases realize his necessities for earning a wage sufficient to cover his animal wants for seven 
days, and that owing to the high wage which the commission is paying, as soon as two or three days of the week have 
gone by and he can see five days ahead, his desire to work entirely leaves him. 

In fact, West Indians calculated how best to manage life and work in the Canal Zone to their advantage, and with a 
sophistication Stevens could not imagine. They were eager to find respite from work—unsurprisingly, considering the way 
foremen drove them at a hard and rapid pace. They would go to great lengths to achieve a break, either staying away 
from the job for a day or two or, whenever possible, returning to their island homes for a visit. They also found it 
expensive to live in the Canal Zone because of the high cost of food. They planned carefully and sometimes sacrificed 
their own comfort in order to save money to send home. One West Indian declared that only by starving themselves 
could they save money to send home. Often they attempted to supplement their income and their food supply by living 
and growing sugarcane or bananas, or raising hens, outside the confines of ICC labor camps—and their absences from 
work sometimes resulted from such responsibilities.4 

And so tensions between West Indians and government officials easily spilled over from work to food and housing. Food 
quality differed radically for gold and silver employees. The government spent little on food for the latter, and officials 


widely acknowledged the result was of poor quality. This proved especially problematic during the early years, when 
officials contracted the feeding of laborers out to men who organized food for different gangs. The temptation to make as 
much profit as possible led to shortchanging the laborers, and anger spread among West Indians. It also led to extreme 
labor mobility, as workers would seek a different gang in hopes of securing better food. As Jacob Markel, a food supplier 
from Omaha, described the food preparation in 1905 and 1906, cooks would pile whatever food they had for West 
Indians (yams or beans or bits of bone or meat) into huge kettles and cook it into one big slop: “Just the same as we do 
for our hogs out on the farm. The only difference | could see between the way they fed those negroes and the way | feed 
my hogs is that the food was put on a tin plate instead of in a trough.”*= 

Discontentment with such conditions during the early years increased, and protests mounted. Chief engineer John 
Wallace reported trouble with the workers handling freight on the wharves, “just one constant jangle right along between 
the negroes and their boarding-house keepers, and they were continually expressing dissatisfaction.”*© Undoubtedly, 
officials heard similar complaints all along the construction line. Matters reached a head in April 1905, when two hundred 
Jamaicans toiling in Panama City for the ICC’s Department of Waterworks and Sewers refused to return to work because 
they said they had not been properly or sufficiently fed. Their foreman ordered them back to work, but they refused. 
Unable to manage the situation, he called upon the Panamanian police for assistance. 

Canal Zone chief of police George Shanton happened to be near the work site and described seeing sixty to seventy 
Jamaican laborers running up the street, greatly agitated. The Panamanian police had ordered them back to work, they 
said, and then used bayonets and beatings to coerce them. Six men had received bad injuries. Shanton declared he would 
escort the injured to the hospital and asked the others to return to work, but just then twenty-five Panamanian 
policemen arrived with rifles and fixed bayonets. Shanton informed the police that he had the situation under control, but 
as one of the wounded began to pass by the police and approach Shanton, the “commander of the detachment drew his 
saber and struck him over the head with it, knocking him down. | called out to them to ‘Hold! Hold!’” Yet the 
commander’s violence seemed a signal to the rest of the policemen, and, “some with drawn bayonets, others clubbing 
their guns, they charged into the Jamaicans, hitting right and left.” The laborers fled, with policemen in pursuit and 
swinging their clubs. Shanton commented that the Jamaicans had been peaceful and did not provoke the attack. Most 
ended up with a range of cuts and bruises, and many required treatment at the hospital.44 

The whole affair, Canal Zone governor Charles Magoon noted,“could cause a serious complication—an injury to a British 
subject by Panamanian officers at a time when the men were working for the U.S.”42 The British consul was said to be 
“indignant” about the incident. John Barrett, the American minister to Panama, quickly maneuvered to placate British and 
Jamaican officials and demanded the Panamanian government investigate the actions of its police force and take steps so 
such a situation would not recur. He placed the blame on the Panamanian police, not the U.S. foreman or other officials. 
Barrett did meet with ICC officials to stress that “they must use the utmost care in the future in dealing with the Jamaican 
laborers and see that they were not treated harshly, that they received proper food,” and he asked that the ICC find a 
way to settle problems without calling in the Panamanian police. But he also cautioned British and Jamaican officials that 
the Jamaican laborers as a rule were “somewhat difficult to deal with and that they complain, no matter how good 
provision is made for them. . . . [C]lonsequently there must be a certain amount of charity in judging stories about the 
treatment of laborers by their American employers.” He urged the British consul to remind authorities in Jamaica and 
Britain that “in the inauguration of a great work of this kind there must be a certain amount of difficulties and troubles. . . 
. [T]he future treatment of the laborers must not be judged by some unforeseen incident. . . . The desire of the Canal 
Commission is to make the Isthmus attractive for laborers.”42 

During 1905 and early 1906, U.S. officials were especially desperate to keep West Indians on the job. However, the 
workers’ unhappiness with the chaotic conditions in the Canal Zone led to mass desertions. Increasingly, West Indians 
wanted their wives or sweethearts to join them, but initially officials refused. One account relates that a group of West 
Indians staged a sit-down strike, declaring, “No women, no work,” and government officials conceded their demand and 
allowed women to come to the Zone. It’s not possible to confirm this tale, but certainly ICC officials felt anxious during 
1905 and early 1906 to acquire more Martinican laborers and to keep them working once they arrived. Toward this end 
officials imported several hundred Martinican women to the isthmus in the summer of 1905. By convincing officials to 
allow women, West Indians may have exerted a powerful influence on their own lives and on conditions across the 
isthmus.°2 

After confronting strikes over food, officials resolved to improve food preparation and delivery. It took more than a year, 
but the ICC created government kitchens where West Indians could get better food. Officials also built a silver section of 
the commissary where West Indians could buy supplies and cook them on their own. The ICC began importing large 
quantities of sweet potatoes, yams, and codfish from Barbados for cooking in the kitchens, and importing items like 
jam—of which West Indians were said to be very fond—from England for the commissaries. Still, food supply remained 
problematic. In 1907 the reformer Gertrude Beeks charged that men were getting dysentery from bad food in 
government cafeterias. Officials denied her charge but admitted that complaints about the lack of variety and the poor 
cooking were widespread.2+ A representative from the Bible Society of Barbados visited the isthmus and tried to help 


officials understand why the laborers shunned government food: “He said the men live on two and frequently only one 
meal a day in their native country, and that they considered it a sinful waste for a man to pay 30 cents a day for meals 
when he did not want them and when they could live upon a little sugar cane costing from 1 to 2 cents.” But officials 
would have profited more from listening to their West Indian laborers. John Butcher, who worked for years in the Canal 
Zone as a plumber’s helper, eloquently suggested why so many avoided government food: “a meal of cooked rice which 
was hard enough to shoot deers, sauce spread all over the rice, and a slab of meat which many men either spent an hour 
trying to chew or eventually threw away because it was too hard. Along with our rice and meat each one was handed a 
loaf of bread which seemed so tasty with our metal cup of coffee.” The men also objected to the fact that there were no 
chairs or tables as there were for white workers—West Indians either had to sit on the ground or remain standing to eat 
their meal. When rainstorms hit at mealtime, men scrambled to find shelter, seeking a spot under buildings when 
possible.22 

Chief engineer Wallace concluded: “My experience with . . . [West Indians] has been that, as a rule, you can not coerce 
them very much. They know what food they want, and what they can get the most benefit out of.”°2 The government’s 
inability to coerce West Indians was evidenced in reactions to housing conditions as well. Indeed, housing and food were 
closely linked, just as both were inextricably bound with dissatisfaction over working conditions. Like their gold 
counterparts, silver employees received free housing from the government. For some, however, home was a boxcar. 
Those more fortunate lived in cramped, damp, and dark rooms that lacked privacy or toilet facilities, filled with iron cots 
covered with canvas. Many spent time outdoors when weather allowed. Others might lounge on their cots during off 
hours, or sit about on boxes playing cards.24 West Indians living in the labor camps spent considerable time finding ways 
to navigate around the ICC’s infamous vagrancy laws. They despised the Zone policemen who trolled through the camps, 
interrogating men who lacked a doctor’s note or other excuse. Those who wanted to miss a day of work had to leave and 
hide out in a Chinese shop, head into the jungle, or face arrest and possible imprisonment.22 

In 1907 officials added another complication by deciding that only laborers who purchased meal tickets could live in 
government housing. Theodore Shonts, the chairman of the ICC, denounced West Indians for their “desire to indulge in 
eatables less suited to their physical needs, and to gratify other desires.” His and other officials’ reasoning was that men 
who ate a solid, nutritious meal would work better. Economic efficiency was also on their minds; West Indian cafeterias 
were losing money because so few workers were buying meal tickets. The officials installed watchmen in the labor camps, 
placing them on duty night and day to require that men show their meal tickets, which would prove they had a right to be 
in the camp. The numbers of those living in the free housing quickly plunged. In November 1907 nearly half of all West 
Indian employees (just under twelve thousand men) lived in government housing. One year later the number had dipped 
to seventy-five hundred as West Indians voted with their feet. The most precipitous decline occurred after chief engineer 
Goethals ordered on September 1, 1908, that the requirement that West Indians show a meal ticket in order to sleep in 
quarters be strictly enforced. Officials hoped this would result in many more men eating government meals, but, they 
lamented, “the results show it had the opposite effect. As soon as it was enforced, about 1600 of the laborers went into 
the ‘bush’ altogether, neither eating nor sleeping in Commission houses.” Meal tickets cost twenty-seven to thirty cents a 
day—a huge sum when most laborers made only ten cents an hour. Even for palatable food this would seem a lot, but 
West Indians found it insulting to pay such money for intolerable food. Thus they rejected the free housing and instead 
built themselves shacks or rented apartments in Colon or Panama City. Those residing in the port cities of Panama faced 
extremely poor living conditions and high rents. Despite the pitiable circumstances, most West Indians preferred life away 
from the towns of the Canal Zone.*2 

When officials realized the meal-ticket requirement caused a mass exodus from the government’s labor camps, they soon 
removed it. As far as they could tell, chief quartermaster Carrol A. Devol concluded, the laborers’ efficiency was not 
impaired by cooking for themselves. Even after officials relented and let laborers cook their own food, however, West 
Indians continued to reject the free government housing. One reason was undoubtedly the lack of married housing or any 
facilities for women at a time when the latter were increasingly traveling to the Zone to join their men, to earn money, or 
both. Another was the fact that residents of government housing could be evicted if they got into trouble, entered into a 
disagreement with their employer, or sought work outside the Canal Zone. And they disliked the constant regimentation 
of the ICC’s rule; they could not entirely avoid being driven and disciplined while on the job, but they did at least have the 
ability to escape the bureaucratic feel of life in the labor camps with the ever-present Zone policemen, watchmen, and 
sanitation force patrols. For these reasons, as well as for access to agreeable food, most West Indians continued living in 
the port cities of Panama or in the jungle. The number of those in government housing had declined to little more than six 
thousand by the end of 1911 and hovered around that level for the remaining construction years—a small group indeed, 
when one considers that more than thirty thousand West Indians were working for the ICC. Evaluating the problem in 
early 1909, the chief quartermaster declared, “The time to prevent the West Indians living in the ‘bush’ has passed. ... It 
is not believed that some 16,000 laborers could be driven from their homes into Commission quarters without labor 
trouble serious enough to interfere with the construction of the Canal.”22 The majority of West Indians had found a way 
to arrange their lives—despite the overwhelming power of the U.S. government—to gain more control and 


independence. 

Besides moving horizontally from one section of work to another in the Canal Zone, or taking what had been a white 
mechanic’s job as a step to economic mobility, West Indians found they could make more money and enjoy greatly 
improved conditions working for merchants in Panama City or Colén. Others moved on to banana plantations in Bocas del 
Toro, Panama, or in Costa Rica, or returned home to their island communities. Canal workers kept in close touch with 
their families in the Caribbean, sending money home when they could and cherishing a great dream of returning as soon 
as possible. Bonham Richardson eloquently demonstrated the importance of “Panama money” to Barbadian 
communities. When the mailman came, it was said, people in Barbados would run out to meet him to see if news—and 
hopefully money—from Panama awaited them. An “empty letter” was one without money. The Barbadian Cleveland 
Murrell remembered years later how his father had gone to Panama and worked as a janitor, carefully saving his money. 
When he had saved about $100, he decided more free-spending men in the barracks would not understand his 
possession of such wealth, and so he returned to Barbados. He managed to buy some land and cattle, and even opened a 
small shop. For this family, as for many others, canal work brought an important measure of economic success and 
independence. Those who returned to Barbados from Panama were easily spotted, flashing money around and wearing 
the long coats, reaching down below the knee, that were fashionable in Panama at the time. The vast migrations 
encouraged by the Americans’ canal construction pushed many West Indians even farther, to jobs in Cuba or the United 
States.22 

Such forms of mobility within and beyond the Canal Zone provided West Indian laborers with their best opportunity to 
shape living and working conditions and articulate grievances. Organized strikes, like the one in 1905 among Jamaicans 
protesting insufficient food, were uncommon. Instead, West Indian protests were fleeting and highly subterranean. 
Sometimes individuals engaged in acts of sabotage, for example, placing large rocks on the railroad tracks to wreck or 
demobilize a train. In a very different case, West Indians’ collective agency could be observed when officials anxiously 
tried to get laborers to ingest quinine several times a day to prevent malaria. The laborers fiercely protested against 
drinking the quinine because of its bitter taste. Finally officials resorted to mixing the medication with a gill of rum as the 
only way to persuade their workers to take it. The St. Lucian Albert Banister, who worked in a Cristobal boiler shop for 
many years, recalled: “The first gentleman that learn me to drink was Uncle Sammy. ... When you drink that quinine you 
feel for 15 minutes you are the sweetest man in the land.” Ironically, officials came to see alcohol consumption as one of 
the West Indians’ chief weaknesses.22 

West Indian laborers’ general deference and accommodation to the power of government officials, like slaves or 
sharecroppers across the United States and the Caribbean before and during this time, masked an ability to 
rebel—sometimes in very hidden ways—against the world of those in power. One example may suggest the possible form 
of such expressions. In 1909 a white man working as a steward at one of the government hotels was living with a woman. 
This was hardly unusual, but a Panamanian newspaper that routinely took the side of West Indians published the fact, 
printed the steward’s picture, and pointed out that West Indians often faced harassment from the authorities for such 
actions. And so, declared the newspaper, the authorities should investigate this steward, a Mr. Grosse, as well. The 
paper’s publisher was sued for libel for this and other statements. In an affidavit, Grosse complained that “he has a large 
number of coons under him and they took great delight for many days thereafter leaving copies of the paper on his desk.” 
One can imagine the pleasure West Indians working under Grosse felt as they opened the newspaper to this story and 
then laid it out on his desk. Without the libel case, such mocking of a white man’s power would not be known to us. 
Undoubtedly similar examples existed that never made it into court affidavits.© 

Amid the dangers and discomforts and occasional humiliation of life as a canal worker, there remained for most an 
upside. The tales and memoirs of canal workers suggest that many viewed life on the isthmus as a great adventure. While 
the Americans sometimes angered or disgusted West Indians, the latter also felt proud of their role in digging the great 
ditch. Acommon metaphor in the West Indian canal workers’ testimonies is war: “You see most of us came here with the 
Same spirit as a Soldier going to war, don’t dodge from work or we will never finish it,” as Prince George Green, who 
began working as a janitor on the canal in 1909, described it. Among male workers there was often a swagger that came 
from pride in holding one of the Yankees’ jobs and living to tell about it, and many beautiful rocks from the depths of 
Culebra Cut were taken home as mementos. The ultimate souvenir, however, was a shark tooth. Occasionally canal 
workers would find one in the dirt dislodged by dynamite, a souvenir from millions of years past when the two oceans 
were still connected. Such a lucky canal worker would then mount the tooth and wear it proudly on a black watch fob. 
Reginald Beckford, who worked for a time in a jeweler’s shop, remembered mounting many shark teeth for West Indian 
clients.©+ 

In the 1940s the ethnographer Louise Cramer studied the West Indian communities in the Canal Zone and found that at 
social gatherings and at work, a “love of singing remains an integral part of the West Indian nature in the Zone.” Indeed, 
she observed, “You owe me a song” was commonly declared after friends greeted each other. Many of the songs Cramer 
analyzed dated from the days of construction. They cover a wide spectrum, from teasing and amusing songs, to tales of 
courtship, the dangers of work, hard economic times in Jamaica, nostalgia for an island home, death, and the allure of the 


Americans’ construction project. One song devoted to the latter topic called to friends to come work on the “Merican 
Cut” (in this song, “a” preceding “Merican” means “to,” and the first syllable of the word “American” is dropped). The 
singer acknowledges that the American cut offers a better opportunity than working for one bit (about four and a half 
pence) a day back home in the Caribbean: 


COME OUT A MERICAN CUT 
Before me work fe [ for] bit a day 
Before me work fe bit a day 
Before me work fe bit a day 
Me wid come out a Merican Cut 
Dem a bawl [they cry], oh, come out a Merican Cut 
Dem a bawIl, oh, come out a Merican Cut, 


Come out a Merican Cut, come out a Merican Cut. 

Laborers were likely to sing songs like this one as they dug through the long hours in Culebra Cut until the whistle blew at 
the end of the day. Other songs were clearly meant to be shared during a wake, a celebration that would occur on the 
ninth night after someone had died, when, supposedly, the spirit of the dead would be laid to rest. As Cramer described, 
“The entire neighborhood turns out, and tables are loaded with all sorts of choice food, besides plenty of rum, for those 
keeping the watch. Songs are sung, stories told, and spirits mount during the evening as more rum is consumed.” ®& 
Churches and other organizations created by West Indians in the Canal Zone and Panama also sustained them. The U.S. 
government did little to support social activities among West Indians despite the urging of foreign consuls, but officials 
allowed laborers to make use of ICC buildings for dances, sports, and other events. Otherwise, West Indians were left to 
their own devices. Cricket was extremely popular; on Sunday afternoons crowds would gather to watch a competitive 
game. Dominoes was also a popular evening activity in the labor camps. Friendly and mutual aid societies existed, 
organized on the basis of each ethnic group and often linked to organizations on their home islands, and they provided 
assistance for families of injured or killed workers. Like the Americans, West Indians ventured into Panama City and Coldén 
for recreation, visiting rum shops and saloons, nightclubs, and brothels or, if their financial resources did not allow such 
pleasures, just promenading along the streets to enjoy the diversions of city life. 

Religion was a powerful force in West Indians’ lives. George Westerman, an important chronicler of West Indian life in 
Panama, found that there existed in the construction era thirteen Anglican congregations in the Canal Zone—on the 
isthmus as in Barbados, the Church of England was the most prevalent church. There were as well many congregations of 
Roman Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, Episcopalians, the Salvation Army, and some nondenominational churches. West 
Indians prided themselves on their regular church attendance and active engagement in church affairs. Westerman notes 
that the church tended to see its mission as “providing escape and consolation to those tropical ‘ditch diggers.’” The 
church rose in importance, he argued, simply because there was little else to sustain common laborers. It served as “the 
only institution which provided an effective organization of the group, an approved place for social activities, a forum for 
expression on many issues, an outlet for emotional repressions, and a plan for social living.” Amos Parks, who worked 
laying tracks at Frijoles in the Zone, expressed the motivation for regular church attendance more pungently, 
remembering, “That’s the reason we all use to go to Church more regular than today, because in those days you see 
today and tomorrow you are a dead man. You had to pray everyday for God to Carry you safe, and bring you back.” 

Icc OFFICIALS could not build the canal without tens of thousands of laborers, and they had searched the globe for a 
source of tractable workers. They had settled on West Indians as the most obedient workers they could feasibly bring to 
the Canal Zone and then sent recruiters through the Caribbean to offer labor contracts. Once on the isthmus, West 
Indians set out to shape the world around them. Some, like Amos Parks, remembered how workers would rely on God to 
“Carry you safe, and bring you back.” The most powerful weapon West Indians possessed, however, was more mundane. 
They could vote with their feet, and their mobility carried them safely into better homes or jobs or got them more- 
satisfying food. Movement of various kinds allowed them to shape their lives and generated the greatest adjustment on 
the part of their employers. Along the way, as they fought for a bit more independence, they forced officials to develop 
new approaches to managing and disciplining their supposedly quiescent workers. 

Those officials never grasped that West Indians were capable of creating such change and adaptation. They had been 
dissatisfied with the West Indian workforce from the beginning, but not because they expected wide-scale collective 
challenges to government policy. Rather, officials believed West Indians would prove insufficient to the grand task of 
building the canal. So they looked elsewhere, thinking that somewhere there must be white men who could do hard labor 
in the tropical Canal Zone. Their eyes turned to Cuba, where Spaniards sweated on sugar plantations and on railroads. 
They expected more energy from Spaniards, and they got it—but with results they never anticipated. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
LAY DOWN YOUR SHOVELS 
IN MARcH 1907 a major riot broke out at a mess hall for Spaniards in the Canal Zone town of Bas Obispo. The hall had just 
been built to accommodate several hundred Spaniards who came from Cuba to work on the canal, and new government 
rules had been posted to regulate where people could sit. When one Spanish worker sat in a seat other than the one 
assigned to him, a West Indian steward instructed him to go to the appropriate spot. Instead of moving, the Spanish 
laborer punched the waiter, prompting another Spaniard named Angel Negrati to jump onto a table shouting, “Kill the 
negroes!” Other diners followed Negrati by climbing on tables and throwing plates and glasses while their compatriots 
attacked and beat the mess hall steward. Police arrived to find the mess hall empty, window screens torn out, lamps 
destroyed, and “the floor almost entirely covered with stones, cups, saucers, plates, and etc., which had been thrown at 
the mess steward and his assistants.” On a hillside near the mess hall sat about two hundred Spaniards, a Zone policeman 
reported,“evidently contented with what they had accomplished.” Police sent the bruised steward over to the hillside to 
identify the riot leaders. When he pointed out the first man, “the whole bunch of Spaniards arose as one man and said 
that we could not take him, but we did, after drawing our revolvers and warning them that we would shoot the first man 
who attempted to rescue the prisoner.” The police then arrested twelve men believed to be the riot’s leaders. That night, 
more Spaniards congregated at the mess hall and stoned the building until again the police came and subdued them. 
This riot was one of many acts of protest by Spaniards who joined the workforce as silver employees during 1907 and 
1908, and it reveals how tightly intertwined issues of race, ethnicity, and nationality were in the Canal Zone. Spaniards 
owed their very presence on the isthmus to government officials’ beliefs that “whites” would work more productively and 
energetically than West Indians and thereby solve the nagging labor problems of the construction project. These ideas led 
officials to go to great lengths to recruit Spaniards, Italians, Greeks, and other southern Europeans. Yet the 
workers—particularly Spaniards—proved “turbulent,” as one official described them. They rioted, protested working 
conditions, and went on strike far more often than any other group. Moreover, their resistance flowered into an anarchist 
movement that spread through the labor camps and towns of the Canal Zone in 1911 at the height of the construction 
project.2 
Yet as the attack on a West Indian steward suggests, the Spaniards’ protests targeted not only the U.S. government but 
also West Indians. Spaniards inhabited a complex position on the isthmus as “white” men employed on the silver roll 
alongside black West Indians. In some respects, they received better treatment than other silver workers. At the same 
time, when they compared themselves with other white workers, most notably the American workers on the gold roll, 
they felt slighted and victimized by the government’s system of hierarchy and segregation. Ordered around by foremen, 
excluded from restaurants and clubhouses, Spaniards felt themselves marked as inferior on the basis of race, ethnicity, 
and nationality. They directed their resulting anger at those below and above them: they railed against West Indians and 
the competition they presented for jobs, even as they fiercely complained about the ICC policies that had put them there. 
“THEY ARE WHITE MEN, TRACTABLE, AND CAPABLE OF DEVELOPMENT” 
Although most silver employees came from the Caribbean, many traveled to the Canal Zone from southern Europe, from 
India, and from other parts of Latin America. The 1912 census included as employees of the ICC or the Panama Railroad 
one thousand Panamanians, eight hundred Italians, thirteen hundred Greeks, thirty-five hundred Spaniards, and smaller 
numbers of East Indians, Portuguese, Ecuadorians, Peruvians, Venezuelans, Colombians, Mexicans, Hondurans, Costa 
Ricans, and Nicaraguans. The vast majority of these individuals worked as common laborers on the silver roll. They 
shoveled coal, shifted and laid tracks, cut through the jungle bush with machetes, and worked as pick and shovel men in 
Culebra Cut.3 
The decision to recruit European laborers grew out of government officials’ dissatisfaction with West Indians and their 
belief that “white” men would do a better job. ICC chairman Theodore Shonts was a strong proponent for the recruitment 
of Spaniards because, he declared, “they are white men, tractable, and capable of development and assimilation.” John 
Stevens agreed, since he felt that West Indians’ laziness and lack of ambition would prevent them from working 
effectively on the canal. If nothing else, these officials believed, Europeans would at least spur West Indians to work 
harder and more productively. As it turned out, an easy labor source immediately manifested itself amid transformations 
generated in Spain by the War of 1898. After the war, Spanish immigration to Cuba soared. Peninsulares, as the Spanish 
immigrants were called, enjoyed many privileges in Cuba, often getting the best-paying jobs and other opportunities 
unavailable to Creoles or people of color. They could be found working in every sector of the economy, as businessmen 
and merchants or as skilled workers in urban industries like cigar making. The majority of them, however, flooded into 
rural areas to take jobs in railroad construction or, more commonly, in the burgeoning sugar industry. Those Spaniards 
who ended up in rural occupations found the working conditions harsh and the pay lower than they’d hoped and were 
therefore most susceptible to the pitches of U.S. recruiting agents.4 
In 1907, ICC labor recruiters learned of a road construction project in Cuba that was relying on laborers from northern 
Spain. Ten thousand Spaniards had built 347 miles of road in Cuba in only sixteen months, and the foreman declared he 
“had great success in handling them—that they were intelligent to a degree, docile, tractable, good workers, and had 


enough ambition.” Recruiting agents visiting Cuba sought one thousand men, but U.S. employers in Cuba fought bitterly 
not to lose their workers. In the end, canal officials succeeded in bringing only about five hundred men to the Canal Zone. 
Officials confessed to high hopes that these men would solve the labor problem. 

The first Spaniards who came to the Zone from Cuba in 1907 so impressed officials with their energy and efficiency that 
recruiting agents headed directly to Spain and to centers of migrant labor such as Marseilles and Bordeaux, France, to 
round up several thousand more. They also sought out Italians, Greeks, Frenchmen, Portuguese, and Armenians, but 
Spain emerged as by far the most common source of European laborers. ICC recruiters found, for example, that one 
syndicate in Italy controlled the emigration of all laborers from that country and placed a tax on each person so high as to 
seem like debt peonage. Most of the Italians in the Zone therefore came on their own, either from the United States or 
from South America.® 

In Spain, agents focused their efforts in large cities and the economically troubled regions of the northwest. Most came 
from Galicia, a depressed area in northwestern Spain where subsistence agriculture could not support the growing 
population. Many others came from nearby Asturias, the Basque Country, or Andalusia, an impoverished southern region 
of large estates and landless peasants .2 

The migrants traveling to Panama formed one part of a mass exodus from Spain to the Americas between 1870 and 1914. 
Spanish immigrants rarely journeyed to the United States, preferring to land in Cuba, Panama, Argentina, or Brazil. Galicia 
contributed more immigrants to the Americas than any other region of Spain at the turn of the twentieth century, losing 
roughly half its population between 1850 and 1930. The rise of commercial agriculture and industrialization and the 
tumultuous changes associated with it explain this mass migration. Those who migrated were typically not the most 
indigent, but rather working people with some resources and ambition who saw in the vast changes around them an 
opportunity to make a better life. The historian Jose Moya found, for example, that those who left were often more 
literate than those who remained behind and that a fierce desire to save money and return home to purchase the land 
they rented influenced many immigrants.2 

Once they arrived in the Canal Zone, Spanish workers were surprised by the harsh conditions and poor treatment they 
received. Recruiting agents had blanketed their towns with leaflets promising spacious houses, pleasant hotels, special 
housing for married workers and their families, healthful food, and a variety of recreational activities. In reality, as an 
investigation carried out by the National Civic Federation elaborated, much of this was patently false. Canal officials rarely 
provided them with married housing, but gave them ragged or torn window screens (allowing insects and disease into 
their homes), foul water, stale food, and no recreational opportunities. Spaniards learned that the pleasant hotel pictured 
in the leaflet excluded all but white U.S. citizens. On the job, they found foremen who typically spoke no Spanish and who 
insulted and mistreated them, long hours (days of twelve hours or more were common), an expectation that they would 
work even in the heaviest downpours and accept dangerous working conditions without protest, no provision made for 
families of injured or killed workers, and, of course, grave inequalities in terms of the benefits afforded to gold and silver 
employees. 

A further indignity was the fact that Spaniards’ racial identity in the Zone was ambiguous. Whether they would be 
considered white or nonwhite shifted according to diverse circumstances. Sometimes U.S. government officials referred 
to them, along with Italians or Greeks, as “semi-white.” At other times, especially when compared with black Caribbeans, 
they were seen as “white.”22 These notions of race were closely linked to the legacy of empire. The U.S. government 
consistently perceived Spaniards as common, low, and only questionably civilized, a prejudice in large part derived from 
the War of 1898, when U.S. journalists had vividly reimagined Spaniards as “monstrous brutes,” as uncivilized, or as weak 
and effeminate, any of which made it easier to perceive them as less than white.*+ 

Spaniards chafed at their status as “white” men working on the low-status silver roll, an employment category often 
defined as being for nonwhites. And it must have been difficult for them to be excluded from hotels, restaurants, and 
clubhouses reserved for white U.S. citizens, or forced to stand in the line for “coloreds” at the post office. Overall, 
Spaniards had more in common with West Indians than with white Americans. Like West Indians, they lacked union 
representation, they could not appeal to the U.S. Congress, and they could not threaten canal officials by saying they 
would quit, since there was such a surplus of unskilled workers. Spaniards, like many West Indians, did very hard manual 
labor, most commonly as tracklayers and shifters. Occupational opportunities were actually much more limited for them 
and other southern Europeans than for West Indians. Thousands of the latter acquired skills and worked as artisans. 
Spaniards, on the other hand, were rarely allowed to work at jobs other than those demanding simple manual labor. The 
contrast most likely derived from the French construction period, when many West Indians held positions as craftsmen or 
their helpers. Spaniards had been recruited to serve specifically as unskilled laborers, and they remained limited to that 
occupation. 

Despite such limitations, Spaniards made as much in wages as most West Indians working as artisans, and sometimes 
even more. The ICC used a complex pay scale for its silver workers that differentiated them not on the basis of the job 
they did but according to their race, ethnicity, and nationality. Unskilled West Indians were categorized as “Laborer A” 
and paid the equivalent of ten cents U.S. currency per hour; Colombians, Panamanians, and other Latin Americans were 


classified as “Laborer B” and paid thirteen cents per hour (West Indian laborers were explicitly excluded from this 
category); “Laborer C” received sixteen cents, and the category was reserved for a “European or other white laborer or 
black American laborer” who came to the Canal Zone on his own, that is, without an official ICC labor contract; Europeans 
with a contract were classified as “Laborer D” and received twenty cents per hour. Further complicating this hierarchy, 
the ICC also created classifications of “Artisan C” and “Artisan D” to cover West Indians performing skilled labor; these 
groups were paid the same amount as Laborers C and D. In other words, a typical unskilled Spanish laborer was paid twice 
as much as an unskilled West Indian, and as much as or more than a skilled West Indian artisan. These were literally, to 
adapt W. E. B. DuBois’s famous phrase, “the wages of whiteness.” Yet in the Canal Zone there were also different shades 
of whiteness, due mostly to nationality, and, with them, different levels of privilege.+2 

THE “EXCITABLE NATURE OF THE EUROPEAN” 
Caught uneasily between West Indians and white U.S. citizens, sensing that their whiteness was somehow a help and yet 
not helpful enough, Spanish laborers sought support from the one governmental resource they did have: the Spanish 
consul. His name was Juan Potous, and he responded to workers’ complaints much more energetically than did his British 
and French counterparts. Potous regularly petitioned the U.S. officials with concerns about accidents, demanded 
investigation into various problems, and asked for compensation to the families of Spaniards killed on the job. In October 
1907, for example, a gang of Spaniards at Miraflores loaded a railroad car with large timber while several workers stood 
atop the pile of logs. To unload the car, the foreman attached a rope to a log near the bottom and pulled it out, bringing 
down all the logs, along with the workers standing on top of them. Several Spaniards were hurt. One of them was dragged 
by the logs and broke his neck and one arm. Consul Potous demanded an investigation. U.S. government officials 
complained privately about the “continual interference of the Spanish Consul with the laborers.” They worried he was 
hurting discipline and encouraging Spanish workers to believe they would win better treatment by going to an outside 
authority. Publicly, officials responded that the workers’ carelessness caused such accidents.*2 
The British consul, Claude Mallet, observed that “Mr. Potous is zealous in taking up with the canal authorities the 
complaints, however trivial they may be, of his countrymen employed on the canal works. They consist mainly of disputes 
about wages, infractions of the sanitary regulations, camp quarrels, and etc., and as the American bosses cannot speak 
Spanish, and are brusque in manner and impatient when demanding obedience to their orders, it is only natural that 
there have been frequent misunderstandings.” Potous often attempted to mediate when such conflicts arose, and Mallet 
believed his Spanish counterpart often acted rashly. In Mallet’s eyes, the fact that the Spaniards remained at work and 
new ones arrived all the time to join them meant the complaints were unimportant.*4 
Juan Potous did not agree. He and his government angrily complained about deaths and injuries among Spaniards. 
Responding to such grievances, the ICC in 1907 hired Giuseppe Garibaldi to represent the interests of Spanish and Italian 
laborers and, revealingly, to mediate quarrels between the two nationalities. Twenty-eight years old at the time, Garibaldi 
was the grandson of the famous Italian revolutionary of the same name. U.S. officials hoped that he would mediate 
between them and the foreign consuls, particularly Potous. Once Garibaldi arrived on the job, officials required that 
Potous and the Spanish laborers first visit him with any complaints before proceeding to anyone more highly ranked. 
Garibaldi quickly developed into a disciplinarian, criticizing Potous in particular. He objected to the tone in Potous’s letters 
as well as to the influence he exerted on labor relations: “The men should not be guided to think that, by appealing to the 
Consul, they may obtain redress and privileges that they could not get by going direct to the proper Commission 
authorities.” In general, Garibaldi found it difficult to manage the “rather excitable nature of the European,” and he 
wished labor recruiters would take more care to contract a calmer group of men.+2 
If they believed this young Italian with a famous name would help them resolve their troubles with Spaniards, U.S. 
officials were sadly mistaken. Garibaldi’s presence did not improve matters. In 1908, Potous delivered a fiery report to his 
government, documenting the miserable living and working conditions Spaniards confronted and the common accidents 
and frequency of malaria. With particular bitterness he complained that the U.S. government refused to offer 
compensation to those maimed and left without a way to make a living after working on the canal. Nearly two hundred 
Spaniards in the Canal Zone or the Republic of Panama had died during 1908, he declared, about half of them canal 
workers. More than two dozen had been killed by malaria. The isthmus was unacceptably dangerous to the health of 
Spanish citizens. After receiving Potous’s report in November 1908, the Spanish government issued a royal decree 
forbidding any more emigration to the Canal Zone. Although the number of Spaniards declined, as late as 1912 more than 
four thousand were still working in the Zone.?© 
Spaniards were happy to ask their consul for assistance, but they relied more wholeheartedly on their own resources, 
tirelessly resisting the discipline and regimentation of U.S. officials. Immediately upon the arrival of the first group of 
Spaniards, the chief of police noted that he had been forced to increase the number of Zone policemen by 25 percent 
because of the “turbulent” Europeans. The records of the ICC are filled with discussions among officials about how to 
handle such troublesome laborers. In the autumn of 1907, just weeks after some of them had entered the Canal Zone, 
Spanish workers initiated their first major strike. More than one hundred men laid down their tools, complaining about an 
abusive foreman and unacceptable food. They described their foreman as somebody they “bear with great patience in 


spite of his vile language, unfit for an educated man,” and claimed that they “complied with his orders notwithstanding 
the insults flung at the Spaniards merely because they are Spaniards.” This same foreman discharged one worker, 
although the latter had “worked with ardor,” simply because “he complained of the food furnished by the ICC. This food 
can hardly be compared with that furnished in the penitenciary.” The foreman soon suspended another man for a minor 
offense, and after such a pattern of “outrage” the strike began. Two days later U.S. officials sent Italian workers to take 
the place of the striking Spaniards, assigned a cadre of police to prevent any trouble between the two European groups, 
and threatened to evict the Spaniards from their housing if they were not back on the job by noon of that same day.-*4 
Heavy-handed foremen were the cause of many strikes. Spaniards frequently complained of foremen who spoke no 
Spanish or abused them verbally or physically. In early 1907 an Italian foreman took charge of a Spanish gang near the 
construction town of Culebra. The Spaniards resented the Italian’s authority over them, and ultimately they attacked the 
man and beat him. When police arrested a dozen of them and took them off to jail in the nearby town of Empire, about 
two hundred fellow workers stopped work and headed toward town to liberate them. As the Spaniards marched toward 
Empire, they attempted to convince other workers to join them, but their effort failed. Instead, police and several 
foremen met them as they approached town and convinced them to turn back. Of the Spaniards arrested, all but one 
were convicted and required either to pay a fine or to serve time in jail.8 

Italians and Spaniards occasionally collaborated in striking, rioting, or mutinying, and some Italians attended Spanish 
anarchist meetings, but the two groups often fought bitterly. When officials heard rumors of a large strike planned by 
Spaniards and Italians, their investigator urged them to relax, declaring that no such strike would take place: “There is no 
union or cohesion between these two nationalities and they mistrust one another.” There was hostility also between 
Spaniards and Greeks. E/ Unico, the Spanish anarchist newspaper, complained that Greek foremen in the Zone were 
treating Spanish workers badly, sometimes causing bloody fights: “Why do these Athenians act so despotically? Are they 
becoming Americanized?” Such divisions meant that Spaniards usually worked on their own to organize protests and 
strikes.+2 

Two other grievances generated bitterness among Spaniards: the poor quality of food and job competition with West 
Indians. Spaniards repeatedly rioted over food and conditions in the mess halls. They assaulted cooks who failed to 
prepare meals to their liking, they rioted to protest the absence of Spaniards among the cooking staff in their mess halls, 
and occasionally they quit work to press their protest about the food. Officials made an effort to hire Spanish cooks for 
the Spanish mess halls, and they imported special foods for them as well—garbanzos, tomato puree, chorizos. When 
asked by congressmen if he pandered to the tastes of different races, the official in charge of food supply responded, “Oh, 
yes, indeed. The Spaniard requires the things he is accustomed to in his own country and will have them as he wants 
them. The negro we feed according to the way he eats back in his own country.” Yet there remained limits to what 
officials would do. Major William Sibert, who headed the Atlantic division of the ICC, declared, “The food is better than is 
ordinarily consumed by people of the class in question.”22 

Over time, Spaniards’ racial hostility toward West Indians seemed to grow more intense. Joseph Blackburn, who headed 
civil administration in the Canal Zone, noted (perhaps disingenuously) that “the southern Europeans, white men—the 
Greeks and the Spaniards and the Italians—are more insistent upon the observation of color lines than you find among 
the people of the States here at home.” In particular, Blackburn observed, his police force had experienced major 
problems when West Indian policemen attempted to arrest an Italian or a Spaniard. Serious riots had broken out, and 
“therefore, the scope of service of the colored policemen has been by order restricted to practically the colored camps.”24 
When grievances over food became enmeshed with racial hostilities—particularly when black West Indians asserted 
authority over Spaniards, for example, if they dared to correct a Spaniard’s seating choice—the resulting conflicts typically 
proved even more explosive and difficult for police to handle.24 

Trouble likewise resulted when Spaniards worked, lived, or commuted to work too close to West Indians. In 1907 Spanish 
workers at Pedro Miguel threatened a strike, demanding better food and that “all the negroes [be] taken away from their 
camp.”23 In 1909 crowded labor trains caused a riot between Spaniards and Barbadians in which both sides used clubs 
and rocks as weapons. Although normally “white” and “colored” workers were given different cars to ride, Barbadians 
had begun encroaching on cars normally reserved for whites because their own had become intolerably crowded. 
Policemen who tried to stop the riot were attacked by the Spaniards, leading to several arrests. In response, several 
hundred Spaniards refused to work, insisting they would wait for the Spanish consul to arrive. In angry speeches, workers 
declared the consul must achieve justice or they would call upon “all the Spaniards on the Canal Zone to lay down their 
shovels and organize for the protection of their common rights.” These workers demanded both that their compatriots be 
released from jail and that blacks be prohibited from riding on their train cars. The chief of police responded to their 
complaints, ordering the officer in charge to “see that the white laborers, who | understand are much in the minority, are 
not imposed upon in any way by the colored laborers.”~4 

The U.S. government generally tried to keep workers segregated by race and citizenship both in transportation and in 
housing. While West Indians and Europeans often shared the same labor camp, for example, U.S. officials segregated 
each group to different parts of the camp. Likewise, the government built completely separate mess halls for West 


Indians and Europeans, but when circumstances prevented complete segregation, conflicts flared. In early 1911 the 
government assigned a large group of Barbadians to quarters at Cirio camp that had, until that moment, been totally 
inhabited by Spanish workers and families. Thirty-nine Spanish workers petitioned the U.S. government to remove the 
Barbadians, saying the latter were thieves and nuisances in terms of “sanitary and moral conditions.” The government 
conceded that when the Barbadians had first entered the camp, the bathhouses were not clearly labeled according to 
gender, and in some cases male Barbadians had entered a bathhouse and startled a Spanish female. But the government 
declined to move the Barbadians out of the camp. By August of that same year, racial animosities had grown more bitter. 
This time, when Barbadians arrived in the town of Paraiso in need of quarters, police visited Spaniards to inform them 
that the Barbadians would be housed in their dormitory. Spaniards threatened trouble if the government brought 
Barbadians into the building. Fearing a major conflict, the police quartered the Barbadians instead in an empty building 
that lacked beds or bedding, then moved them the next day to quarters in a building filled with East Indians. The East 
Indians protested fiercely against this arrangement, but with less immediate success. Government officials housed the 
two groups together for nearly two weeks and then found new quarters for the East Indians.22 

“WE SHOULD ARISE WHEN THEY REPLACE US BY NEGROES” 
The arrival of Spaniards and other Europeans increased racial tensions in the Canal Zone; as a policeman described the 
atmosphere, “Race feeling .. . here is at fever heat and is liable to develop seriously at any moment.”22 What explains 
this animosity? To some extent, workers brought a sense of racial identity and hostility with them from their country of 
origin. Racism was hardly unknown in Spain. Reflecting how fluid racial identities can be, Galicians—or, as they are known 
in Spanish, gallegos—were historically thought to be inferior by other Spaniards. In the mines of Asturias in Spain, which 
began to receive large numbers of Galician immigrants after 1911, tensions also quickly flared, and Galicians became the 
lowest group in the racial hierarchy that emerged. The special animosity toward Galicians has been observed in other 
parts of Spain as well. As the anarcho-syndicalist leader Angel Pestafia, who grew up in Basque and Leon mining towns, 
commented, “Where this ‘race hatred’ was most notable was between the gallegos and the rest....The gallegos were 
the butt of all the jokes.”24 In the Canal Zone, U.S. officials regularly referred to Spaniards as gallegos, even though 
migrants often came from other parts of Spain. Thus gallego seems to have become a pejorative term used for any 
Spaniard.28 
Once Spaniards were in Panama, their racial identity became more complex. One can only imagine how differently they 
must have felt when enjoying their leisure time away from the Canal Zone, footloose in the entertainment districts of 
Panama City. There they not only spoke the language but also were living representatives of the empire that had 
colonized Panama, Colombia, and much of Latin America. As Europeans, they stood high on Panama’s racial hierarchy, 
seen not only as white men but as members of a race of conquerors and, as such, as members of a racial aristocracy. In 
the Zone, however, they were no longer conquerors. They now faced a new imperial power, one that owed its hegemony 
to victory in a war that had destroyed the Spanish Empire, one that classed them as racial inferiors nearly comparable to 
people of African descent and yet, contradictorily, left their exact position within the structured racial hierarchy of the 
Canal Zone distinctly unclear.22 
Spaniards’ position in the Canal Zone was also powerfully shaped by the ICC’s labor management strategies. By elevating 
race and citizenship into key tools of labor management, the silver and gold system encouraged diverse groups to 
compete with one another for higher status. The system pitted workers against one another as a means of control, 
bringing them from many different nations for this very reason. As Jackson Smith, who headed the Department of Labor, 
Quarters, and Subsistence, noted, “It is also imperative to have several nationalities on the work, as these laborers are 
clannish, and they reason at once that if they are the only people brought here they are the only people that can be 
secured; and it does not matter whether they are West Indian blacks, Italian, Spanish, or any other, the result would be 
the same.” For the same reason officials replaced certain skilled white workers (such as firemen) with black West Indians, 
to the fury of whites. When possible, officials used “our higher grade silver men as pacemakers to shame our high grade 
mechanics in to doing a fair day’s work.” Foremen likewise would commonly request both a Spanish gang and a West 
Indian one, so that, as one put it, “I could keep them both on their metal by rivalry between the two.”22 
The government placed Spaniards in a complicated position relative to West Indians. Officials had originally justified 
paying Spaniards more than West Indians on the grounds that they worked more efficiently. As time went on, however, 
officials ruefully noted that West Indians’ productivity had gradually increased while the Spaniards were doing less work 
and causing more trouble. This led officials to start replacing Europeans with West Indians during the final years of 
construction. Over time, Spaniards began to suspect a plot underfoot to replace them altogether with West Indians.2+ 
All these factors came together in 1911 as a wave of labor militancy exploded among Spanish workers. The strikes and 
riots of that year demonstrated the links between labor protest, anarchist politics, and racial hostility. In July, Spanish 
laborers working in Culebra Cut refused to do certain kinds of work and demanded the right to eat on the job. Culebra Cut 
had been the site of many previous struggles. As one subforeman put it, Culebra Cut was “the hardest place in the Canal 
to work on. Nine times out of ten you got to work noon hours, or got to work night time. You got to work hard, because 
the Canal is sliding in there. .. . [W]e got to work the men hard—sometimes in mud and water up to their waist—and it is 


pretty hard.”32 

Insubordination quickly spread among Spanish workers in the following days. More than three dozen gangs refused to 
follow orders, sat down on the job when prohibited from eating, or otherwise showed their determination to improve 
working conditions. Although striking workers had complaints to varying degrees against all the foremen, they 
increasingly focused on one American named Pike, the head foreman for about two hundred workers. They accused him 
of arriving at work drunk, drinking rum on the job, throwing stones at them, verbally abusing them, making them work in 
heavy rain, and punishing West Indians by kicking or pushing them. The Spanish workers also reasserted their right to eat 
on the job, a practice that had previously been allowed them.22 

After some two hundred workers from Miraflores joined the strike in sympathy, bringing the total number of strikers 
close to eight hundred, workers began holding mass meetings to decide their demands and strategy. At these meetings 
Spaniards from construction towns like Las Cascadas, Empire, Pedro Miguel, and Gorgona joined those from Culebra and 
Miraflores, spoke, and contributed to a petition demanding that the government take action. In response, Goethals 
decided to temporarily remove Pike as foreman and to allow workers to resume eating on the job. He also instructed 
foremen to stop using abusive language and ordered officials to interview workers and hear their charges against Pike. 
After much discussion, the strikers returned to work the morning of August 3, 1911. Soon thereafter the committee 
appointed by Goethals interviewed a few dozen workers and heard their charges. The committee decided the charges 
were not sufficiently corroborated, and, perhaps more to the point, they decided that keeping Pike on the job would not 
result in a significant number of desertions. With Goethals’s approval, they reappointed Pike to his original position. This 
represented a major defeat for the workers, for by this time the strike had ended and many of the activists had been 
urged by the government to leave the Canal Zone. Yet other strikes continued to break out across the Zone, almost all of 
them among Spanish workers.24 

Amid this wave of labor militancy, with many strikes defeated but some important demands won, Spanish workers grew 
increasingly politicized and politically active. Anarchism began spreading as an organized movement across the Zone, 
winning hundreds of followers among the Spaniards. The politics of Spaniards in the Zone was informed by a rich tradition 
of rebellion and political protest in Spain, where strategies ranged from violence against property and other spontaneous 
acts to organized efforts to create associations and build schools. In Galicia, for example, peasants had begun withholding 
rent payments as early as the eighteenth century in order to fight efforts by landowners to renew their leases. In the early 
nineteenth century this strategy in Galicia blossomed into a more organized rent strike. Peasants and urban residents 
similarly rioted against those who charged overly high prices for food. A wave of food riots spread in 1904 and 1905, for 
example, just before Spaniards began heading to the Canal Zone.22 

Anarchism in particular had flourished in Spain after the mid-nineteenth century, especially in Andalusia, and wherever 
Spanish immigrants traveled in the Americas, it tended to follow them—to Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, Uruguay, Ecuador, 
Cuba, Florida, and the Panama Canal Zone, among other places. Spanish immigrants moved amid an international world 
of radical politics, their ideology, strategy, and tactics shaped not only by their experiences constructing the canal or time 
Spent in Spain, Cuba, and similar sites of international migration but also by the ideas of a vibrant social and political 
movement. 

In both Spain and Cuba, anarchism became the dominant ideology among workers during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. There were close ties between the anarchist movements in each country, and Spanish anarchist 
periodicals were distributed widely in Cuban cities. Anarchists in Cuba built effective unions, led strike movements, 
created schools and workers’ associations, and published newspapers. They strove to build unity between workers in 
different industries and of different skill levels, and they were unusually supportive of women’s struggles. They also made 
antiracism into an important part of their movement, taking an unprecedented stand for solidarity among peninsulares, 
Creoles, and people of color. In the Canal Zone, anarchism evolved differently in one important respect. As the example 
of Cuba suggests, the ideology typically emphasized building solidarity across boundaries of skill, status, race, ethnicity, 
and nationality. In the Panama Canal Zone during the construction era, anarchism became a movement limited to one 
group—unskilled European immigrants, almost all of them Spaniards—and it never developed antiracism as a part of its 
ideology.22 

According to U.S. officials, a belief in the principles of anarchism arrived in the Canal Zone along with the very first 
Spanish workers in 1907. It became a widespread organized movement only in 1911 as the wave of labor protests 
climaxed. By the autumn of that year, anarchist clubs existed in Rio Grande, Pedro Miguel, Las Cascadas, Corozal, Culebra, 
Empire, Gatun, Libertador, and Gorgona—in short, in almost every town where a significant number of Spaniards resided. 
One close observer of the movement believed it had some eight hundred members in the town of Rio Grande alone, and, 
he noted, “But for requiring members to pay dues their organization would undoubtedly be much larger than it is.” This 
group in Rio Grande called itself “The Invincibles.” Even the chief medical officer, William Gorgas, commented on the 
ubiquitous movement, observing that hospitalized Spaniards always had anarchist pamphlets among their reading 
materials.24 

Bernardo Perez, a Spaniard who had previously spent time in Cuba, stood at the center of this anarchist movement. Perez 


published an anarchist newspaper, E/ Unico, in Colén and was, according to a police spy, “an excellent orator, a well 
educated man, and one who appears to have a great deal of experience along this line.” He possessed a vast knowledge 
of labor conditions and anarchist organization around the world and used this to educate and motivate crowds of 
listeners at protest meetings. Aquilino Lopez, a younger man, assisted Perez. Lopez had been in the Zone for only three 
months, and “while he is very enthusiastic in the propaganda, very earnest in his efforts to convince, it can be seen that 
he is young in experience, and lacks the training of his comrade, Bernardo Perez.” Lopez demonstrated his enthusiasm 
when he tried to convince a government official that anarchists were not the bomb throwers suggested by their enemies. 
He described anarchists as deeply opposed to the Catholic Church and to drunkenness, gambling, war, and prostitution; 
they advocated reading and education, international peace, and vegetarianism.*2 

In mass meetings and in the pages of EF/ Unico, Perez sounded fiercer than Lopez. Seeking to recruit more readers, he 
promised that by supporting his newspaper, “you will have contributed to burying the clericalism that poisons your 
conscience, capitalism which sucks your blood, and the State which chokes your life.” In another article he declared, “We 
are the junior brothers of those who were hung in Chicago, Vergara, Paris, ... and of those who were shot in Warsaw, 
Barcelona, Buenos Ayres and in Japan,” thereby placing the Canal Zone’s anarchist movement within an international 
context. He also attended to the specific concerns of canal workers. He demanded public meeting rooms for their 
organizations, decried deportations of strikers, and attacked the U.S. government for allowing its foremen to abuse 
workers, for overcrowding them, and for treating them like slaves. Contradicting his own internationalism, he echoed the 
concerns of most Spanish workers by focusing attention on the threat black Caribbeans seemed to represent. Declaring 
that “we should arise when they replace us by negroes,” Perez argued that the government had already begun moving on 
such a plan. If Spanish workers failed to unite, West Indians would gradually overtake them, and they would “have to go 
about the Isthmus begging.” Other speakers developed similar themes. One, in a pointed attack on the government 
overseeing the canal construction, declared, “We are scorned. The American Government despises us. It spits on us.”22 
The anarchists continued meeting throughout the autumn of 1911 and at least through the spring of 1912, and Perez 
continued to publish E/ Unico. One leaflet distributed by the anarchists reflected a sense of grisly humor, noting that a 
coming meeting would include refreshments such as “Monks’ heads, Friars’ Juice, Fried Priests’ Heart, Tenderloin of 
Colonel, and Iced Jesuits’ blood.” These dark images were matched by occasional threats of violence as the anarchist 
movement grew. In letters and postcards a few anarchists and disgruntled employees threatened to “blow up the works,” 
meaning dynamite the locks. And a rumor spread through the Canal Zone that someone had threatened to assassinate 
chief engineer Goethals.*2 

The threats of violence increased pressure on the government to respond aggressively. Catholic priests demanded that 
the government repress the anarchist movement ruthlessly. Some within the government, most notably M. H. Thatcher, 
who headed the Department of Civil Administration, agreed. Arguing that Perez was an outlaw and encouraging violence, 
Thatcher urged strong action against him. Gradually, however, most in the government argued for a tolerant policy. The 
Spanish consul agreed, claiming that there was nothing threatening about the movement. The most influential voice, 
ultimately, appears to have been that of Goethals’s chief clerk, who read over the spy reports and then assessed the 
anarchist threat for his boss. He declared that the anarchists were not inciting their followers to violence. “They believe 
that the present organization of society is unjust, and that their class suffers most from the injustice. What intelligent 
human being would deny this?” Although he believed their activities could lead to a strike or encourage an assassination 
attack, he noted the government’s powerful police and military presence in the Zone and doubted officials would have 
any trouble repressing either of those. Most emphatically, he warned that suppression would only keep the movement 
alive. Heeding such advice, the ICC took no steps to prohibit mass meetings and did not deport Perez or any other 
anarchists—even though they had deported strike leaders in the past. Officials continued to watch the Spanish workers 
carefully, keeping them and their leaders under tight police surveillance. In March 1912 the final piece of evidence 
regarding anarchism available to us notes simply that the government refrained from interfering with any further 
anarchist meetings. Interestingly, the government took a stronger stance against strikers than against anarchists.** 

After early 1912, Spanish workers in the Canal Zone seem to have suspended their strikes, riots, and anarchist meetings. 
One can only guess at the nature of the denouement that followed the conflicts of 1911, because little more evidence 
regarding Spanish workers exists in the voluminous records kept by the ICC. Perhaps the government’s strategy worked, 
and leniency killed the movement. Yet the basic conditions remained the same, and it seems improbable that all tensions 
and grievances would abruptly disappear. A more likely possibility is that the Spaniards’ fears came true, and the U.S. 
government moved ahead rapidly with its plan to replace Europeans with West Indians. The government had already 
begun this process by 1911, and Spanish protests had focused precisely on that phenomenon. Furthermore, all the strikes 
and anarchist agitation must have encouraged the U.S. government to proceed as fast as it could with this strategy, in 
order to eliminate the troublesome Spaniards. In addition, from 1909 onward few Spaniards entered the Canal Zone 
because their government prohibited further recruiting. Immigration into the Zone had declined more generally by 1912 
as the project’s completion neared, and hundreds of men began leaving the Zone for work on United Fruit Company 
plantations in Guatemala. These changing demographics likely complicated efforts to organize and weakened ties to 


anarchist movements in Europe.42 


BEFORE THEIR movement came to an end, Spanish workers launched an articulate protest against the U.S. government’s 
policies in the Canal Zone, one that was expressed through political agitation, food riots, and workplace action. Theirs 
would stand as the most effective resistance movement during the construction decade. Ironically, however, while the 
internationalist ideals of anarchism might have encouraged cooperation with men of different races and nationalities, 
harsh realities in the Zone pushed the Spaniards’ protest in a different direction. They became increasingly focused on 
differentiating themselves from black West Indians to prove their superiority and to clarify their racial identity. 

Officials had expected Spaniards would work more productively than West Indians and, by spurring the latter to be more 
efficient, would serve as a tool in their quest to manage such a large and unwieldy workforce. They found the Spaniards 
less effective as workers and far more troublesome than they expected. In the end, officials believed the presence of 
Spaniards helped push West Indians to work harder, but—to their surprise—West Indians helped them manage the 
Spaniards as well. The system of segregation placed Spaniards in a position uneasily adjacent to that of West Indians and 
allowed government officials to hold over their heads the threat that they could be replaced by a more lowly paid laborer 
of African descent. This generated explosive protests among Spaniards that caused headaches for government officials, 
but it also created a barrier to more widespread solidarities that might have empowered canal workers, given rise to a 
more potent labor movement, and made possible more significant improvements in workers’ living and working 
conditions. 

Even as government officials struggled to discipline and manage the gold and silver workers, another group grew 
interested in the construction project. The canal was too monumental to be left to the ICC officials alone. Journalists and 
reformers in the United States—socialists, progressives, and corporate welfare advocates—observed the government’s 
policies in the Zone, often traveling there to see the big ditch for themselves. Increasingly, they used the construction 
project as a template for evaluating the proper role of the state and its relationship to society during a time of 
tumultuous change in the United States. They provided suggestions regarding how the United States should treat its 
workforce and sometimes demanded that government officials heed their advice. For many in the U.S. government, 
including President Theodore Roosevelt, managing the influence of journalists and reformers back home would prove as 
important and difficult as any other aspect of building the canal. 


CHAPTER FIVE 

PROGRESSIVISM FOR THE WORLD 
WHERE MIGHT one travel in the early twentieth century to find a society in which profit was not the goal? Where 
competition did not loom tyrannically over workers and employers? Where the government owned the railroads, the 
hotels, the stores, and the restaurants and even provided free housing to every resident? Where the ideas of Henry 
George, the nineteenth-century bestselling author who advocated government ownership of land, had at last become a 
reality? And where government officials honestly and efficiently intervened to ensure citizens received the best care 
possible? In 1911 the prominent American socialist Arthur Bullard published a book arguing that such a place already 
existed—in the Panama Canal Zone. 
Bullard had traveled to Panama to observe conditions and interview workers and officials. He declared, “The more one 
stays here, the more one realizes that the Isthmian Canal Commission has gone further towards Socialism than any other 
branch of our government—further probably than any government has ever gone.”+ 
Bullard was one of many progressive and socialist reformers who observed the government’s work on the isthmus and 
took from it inspiring lessons to apply at home. Born in Missouri in 1879, Bullard quit Hamilton College after two years, so 
eager was he to get to the world of reform in New York City. There he began working as a probation officer, publishing 
essays on criminology when he could. Soon he was writing on a variety of topics for the major magazines of the day. He 
worked as editor of the Outlook, as associate editor of the Masses, and as a staff member of the socialist newspaper 
the Call. One of the “gentlemen socialists” linked closely to the University Settlement House in New York City, Bullard 
moved in an invigorating circle of reformers and social workers that included William English Walling, James G. Phelps 
Stokes, Walter Weyl, Robert Hunter, and Leroy Scott. In 1905, Ekaterina “Babushka” Breshkovskaia, the “Little 
Grandmother of the Russian Revolution,” toured the United States, and Bullard became her constant companion, 
escorting her as she met with the stars of American reform ranging from Jane Addams to Emma Goldman. Inspired by 
Babushka, Bullard and Walling visited Russia to cover the 1905 revolution for American periodicals. Soon both men had 
emerged as experts on Russian affairs.* 
Bullard’s socialist beliefs led him to seek more knowledge about Panama as well as Russia. When the canal construction 
project was about half completed, he took a ship through the Caribbean, watched U.S. labor recruiters at work in 
Barbados, and then, when an outbreak of yellow fever on the island meant his journey to Panama would be delayed 
several weeks due to a quarantine, seized the only opportunity he could find to continue his trip. The American labor 
recruiter offered him a spot on a British ship carrying West Indians from Barbados to the Canal Zone. He jumped aboard, 
telling readers that he had been the only white man on board other than the British crew. During the trip, he explained 
dramatically, he helped the British officers suppress efforts at mutiny by hot and desperately hungry West Indians. Then 
he breathed a sigh of relief after six long days when land was finally sighted. 
Like so many other Americans, Bullard found that a tour of the Canal Zone strengthened his faith in the government. A 
friend met Bullard and escorted him by train across the isthmus, pointing out the wonders of the construction project. As 
the train passed the Cristobal machine shops and his friend identified them as the largest of their kind in the world, 
Bullard initially found himself feeling tired of “this ‘largest in the world’ talk... . The largest dam, the highest locks, the 
greatest artificial lake, the deepest cut, the biggest machine shops, the heaviest consumption of dynamite, the most 
wonderful sanitary system.” Nonetheless, he was gradually won over: “It is only as you accustom yourself to the idea that 
each integral part of the work is of unequaled proportions that you begin to sense the grandeur of the whole 
undertaking.” Ultimately, Bullard concluded, “I gained a new respect for Uncle Sam—a new respect for his children who 
have conceived and are executing this gigantic thing.”2 
Bullard’s socialist beliefs gave him a special interest in the extensive government intervention and ownership making the 
construction project possible. Everywhere at home, he noted, one hears that the profit incentive must rule and 
government should remain as limited as possible. And yet the canal, the greatest undertaking of the age, is a government 
job, the work is done by government employees, and the government controls every aspect of life and work in the Canal 
Zone. Bullard met and talked at length with a white American worker who belonged to the Socialist Party, an educated 
and eloquent man who had been working in the Zone for several years. ““Yes,’ the worker said, ‘this is a fine place to get 
an idea of what some things will be like when we get the world educated up to Socialism. .. . [T]his Canal Zone is as near 
Socialism as you can get to-day—a lot nearer.’ ” With the nationalization of land, the mechanic noted, Henry George’s 
plan had been realized. The machine shops ran efficiently with no profit incentive, and the commissaries handled retail 
distribution cheaply, again because there was none of the waste known as profit. Indeed, he noted, the Canal Zone 
provided an answer to most of the obvious criticisms of socialism: “Il never made a Socialist speech in the States yet 
without some wise guy getting up and saying that the politicians are all grafters. ... Well, say, this is a government job. .. 
. Have you seen any graft running around loose here? | guess not.” Likewise, the mechanic declared, the canal project 
shattered the myth that men would only work well for profit. Everyone there was working for wages, from Goethals on 
down to the humblest workingman. To this socialist workingman, Goethals treated the workers well precisely because 
“he won’t make any more money if he gouges us. He don’t increase his income by neglecting to put a guard on my 


machine.” In short, this man concluded, Goethals “can afford to be decent. And | guess that is Socialism in a nutshell. We 
want to revolutionize things so every one can afford to be decent—so nobody will have to cheat, nor underpay, nor 
overcharge to make a living.” 
In one important way, the mechanic and Bullard agreed, the Canal Zone was not a socialist society. As the former 
declared, “First of all, there ain’t any democracy down here.”Although Goethals was a good boss, the man said, he 
possessed total control. And while he treated workingmen and their unions with respect, workers nonetheless lacked any 
say in the policies of the Zone: “Government ownership don’t mean anything to us working men unless we own the 
Government. We don’t here—this is the sort of thing Bismarck dreamed of.” As Bullard himself noted, “One is used to 
thinking that if we were deprived of jury trials and the right to vote, we would begin to shoot. But down here the only 
right which has not been alienated is the right to get out. There are two or three steamers home a week.”4 
Despite these limitations of government, Bullard found a great deal to admire, and so did, he argued, the thousands of 
Americans in the Canal Zone. Soon the construction would be completed, and most of those Americans would return 
home. It would be hard, then, to convince them that “government enterprise is necessarily inefficient, extravagant and 
dishonest.” The women of the Canal Zone, likewise, would find it difficult to believe there is “sufficient sanctity in the 
right of the middleman to his profit to justify the high cost of living.” Bullard concluded, “This is the lesson of Panama. ... 
‘Collective activity’—this new force which we are developing with such amazing success in the tropics, which we, 
Americans, have carried further than any other nation—is worth considering as a means of solving our problems at 
home.”2 
Bullard seems to have taken these lessons to heart. In the years to come he became a strong proponent of state 
intervention. He supported the United States entering World War I|—one of a group of socialists to do so—became a 
powerful adviser to President Woodrow Wilson, and took a job heading the Russian Division of the reformer George 
Creel’s propaganda machine, the Committee on Public Information. His experiences suggest the ways in which reformers 
looked to the Canal Zone for insights and lessons about the state’s role during the Progressive Era. Books and articles on 
the construction of the canal pervaded American culture during this period, and writers would routinely assess the 
meaning of the canal not only in terms of its impact on economics and foreign policy but also in terms of contemporary 
understandings of the state. This is unsurprising, since state power was the topic of the day. Reformers, politicians, 
workers, employers, and everyday citizens all debated the proper form and extent of government intervention, and how 
to reconcile a more powerful state with America’s democratic traditions. That tension between authoritarianism and 
democracy was played out in the Canal Zone as well, but with a much greater emphasis on extensive state intervention 
and less concern for democratic impulses. 
A great many Americans accepted that the government should play a greater role to help cure social ills caused by 
industrialization, mass immigration, and rapid urbanization, but others worried that state expansion threatened laissez- 
faire economics as well as popular and democratic government. Under the leadership of presidents like Theodore 
Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, the power and size of the government rapidly expanded. Many agreed with Bullard that 
the Canal Zone was a place—perhaps the place—to watch for insights into the government’s proper role. Beyond that, 
however, there existed a great deal of disagreement. How should the government run the construction effort? What role 
might progressive ideals play in shaping the project? Did democracy matter? The Canal Zone quickly became a site for 
contesting diverse approaches to these issues, and ICC policies reflected contemporary views on the state’s role and the 
future of reform. 

“THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION AT PANAMA” 
One point on which many observers agreed was that the canal project signaled a new and more collectivist approach to 
government. Individualism and the free market seemed clearly on the decline. Scientific approaches to social 
responsibility meant more government, more fair treatment of employees, and less interference by private capital. 
Writing in the Chicago Daily Tribune about what he called “the American revolution at Panama,” Samuel Merwin praised 
how “the Canal is being built, and the Canal Zone administered, entirely by wage-earners.” Moreover, the employees 
received decent treatment: “Instead of driving a laborer or other employee to exhaustion, and then turning him over to 
the nearest saloon or dive for the night, the Commission uses him intelligently and efficiently; removes the usual 
commercialized temptations from its neighborhood; pays him adequately; and places at his hand an astonishing variety of 
well-organized and wholesome recreations.” Merwin stressed “the efficiency of this extremely modern method of 
treating employees.” Like Bullard, he noted that this was not socialism, because it lacked democracy, and indeed he 
seemed to desire not socialism, but rather a more powerful collectivism inspired by notions of civic engagement and 
social responsibility: “The good old individualistic theory that by keeping men down to a state of desperation you give the 
occasional strong man an ‘incentive’ to fight his way up” was rejected by Europeans a while ago. Now, at last, the Canal 
Zone was proving to Americans the futility of expecting laborers to live and work “under the usual conditions of 
commercialism.” Merwin suspected, as others did, that the thousands of enthusiastic young men experiencing the 
“scientific paternalism” of the Canal Zone, who had learned what it felt like to live amid a sound and modern government, 
relieved of having to worry about whether they made sufficient wages or how they would pay a bill, would likely “become 


germ-centers of a thoughtful and healthy sort of discontent when they return and find themselves turned loose at the 
mercy of a new set of purely commercial forces.”® 

The canal project inspired for some people utopian visions of a future society. William James and H. G. Wells had 
advocated the adoption of universal conscription so that an army of citizens could undertake public service projects. 
While some rejected their ideas as unfeasible, the columnist Robert Herrick hailed the canal construction as evidence of 
the soundness of their idea. He recommended that the army of laborers building the canal not be dispersed upon its 
completion but be transferred to a site like Alaska, where future railroads and highways required vast human labor. Such 
a citizens’ army would solve many problems at once: it would shift energies away from militarism and toward the public 
good, it would provide “valuable democratic training,” and it would make unnecessary the employment of aliens (which 
the government unfortunately relied on in the Canal Zone), because universal conscription would make every young 
citizen of the United States available to the government.4 

Likewise, some thinkers inspired by the Canal Zone linked it to Edward Bellamy’s bestselling utopian novel, Looking 
Backward, published in 1888, which had generated much debate and enthusiasm and helped popularize collectivist 
approaches to government. Looking Backward takes place in the year 2000, when collectivism has finally been achieved. 
Some have seen Bellamy’s vision as a particularly authoritarian sort of socialism, while other historians have argued his 
collectivism was intended to unleash a new, more fulfilled individuality. Willis Abbot’s popular book Panama and the 
Canal in Picture and Prose, which included on its title page “Approved by Leading Officials Connected with the Great 
Enterprise,” saw the canal as a realization of Bellamy’s vision, particularly by putting collectivism and state power in the 
service of consumerism and by exerting a degree of control over vast global markets. Abbot argued, “The dream of the 
late Edward Bellamy is given actuality on the Zone where we find a great central authority, buying everything imaginable 
in all the markets of the world at the moment when prices are lowest—an authority big enough to snap its fingers at any 
trust—and selling again without profit to the ultimate consumers.”2 

More commonly, observers noted a parallel between the Canal Zone’s government and the single-tax ideas of the 
nineteenth-century economist Henry George, whose bestselling book, Progress and Poverty, had argued that 
landowners who received income from rent on land impoverished other Americans, thereby preventing progress and 
increasing inequality. He proposed a “single tax” on land that would make it economically unfeasible for owners to charge 
rent for land or do anything other than cultivate it. This would make land more available to poorer Americans, which 
would result in higher wages for everyone (in part by reducing labor surplus in the cities) and thus generate greater social 
and economic equality. George became one of the most influential social thinkers of the late nineteenth century, exciting 
working-class followers across the country—most famously in 1886 in New York City, where he was drafted to run for 
mayor only to lose to the Democrat Abram Hewitt but handily defeating young Theodore Roosevelt, his Republican 
opponent. By the first decade of the twentieth century George’s single-tax ideas had declined in popularity. Yet they 
seemed to find new life amid the challenges of America’s expansionism abroad. In the Canal Zone, it was said, 
government ownership of all land was realizing George’s dream because speculation and exploitation caused by high 
rents had become impossible. 

The most noteworthy advocate for the idea was William Gorgas, the chief medical officer of the Canal Zone who had 
defeated yellow fever. Gorgas declared in a speech to the American Public Health Association in 1915 that his experience 
in the Canal Zone suggested the United States should apply a special tax on uncultivated land in its domestic territory. He 
conceded that the battle against yellow fever and other diseases had been crucial in improving the quality of life in the 
Zone, but he added, “The decrease in the general death rate in the canal zone | attribute to the good wages paid.” Thus, 
he argued, in the United States the best thing to lower the death rate and improve living conditions would be to tax idle 
land. We should make “available the millions of acres of idle lands now held vacant, unproductive and unused. This a 
special land tax will do. It will increase wages without increasing the burden on labor. Thus it will lower death rates and 
increase health and efficiency rates.”2 

Throughout the construction decade increasing numbers of middle-class white reformers and journalists evaluated the 
Canal Zone’s government and used it as a site for considering the virtues of state intervention. Often they ducked the 
question of democracy or contrived a way to argue that the government, despite its apparent authoritarianism, was in 
fact highly democratic. In 1906, when John Foster Carr traveled to Panama from New York to observe the construction, 
his reaction was typical: “We are new at the imperial business of creating republics and dependencies, but our success 
here has been so great .. . the most striking and significant work we are doing on the isthmus is not the completion of a 
vast and comprehensive scheme for canal digging, but the creation of a state.” When the United States arrived on the 
isthmus, he noted, “we found the old civilization in decay, and throughout a large part of the Zone reverting slowly to 
savagery.” But then the U.S. government began to exert itself, and soon things were made right. Although the approach 
might seem absolutist, at the municipal level Carr found a workshop of democracy. In the end, he concluded, we are 
building with idealism, because our labor “has its origins in the very life and traditions of the Republic.” Similarly, Willis 
Abbot characterized the government as a “benevolent despotism” and declared it to be what the czar of Russia might 
implement if he shared Goethals’s dislike of bureaucracies, grafters, and delay. Yet he proclaimed the government “very 


democratic . . . for it won’t issue to Mrs. High-flyer more than three wicker arm-chairs, even if she does entertain every 
day, while her neighbor Mrs. Domus who gets just exactly as many never entertains at all.”22 

Workers likewise saw the government’s policies in the Canal Zone as a testing ground. The Zone’s steam-shovel men and 
machinists struggled to prove that the state was—or should be—a model employer. Labor activists struggling in the 
United States to build a case for state intervention similarly looked to the Canal Zone. Miners and electrical workers 
striking in Butte, Montana, in 1917, for example, demanded government ownership of the mines and commented in their 
strike bulletin: “In no place in the world are better conditions to be found than in the Panama Canal Zone, which is 
entirely under Government control.” The editors of the Machinists’ Monthly Journal noted in 1908, “When Uncle Sam 
took hold of the job that was to unite the two oceans, all those who are opposed to the Government taking anything in 
hand that could be used for the purpose of fattening private interests croaked all kinds of dire prophecies, each one of 
which declared that the whole thing would end in a miserable failure.” They recounted the government’s achievements in 
the Canal Zone: 

Uncle Sam took over a festering swamp and made it one of the healthiest spots on earth. He has rebuilt two cities on a 
modern plan and has constructed a new one on his own account. He has made ports and quays, has driven away 
contagious diseases and mosquitoes, has reconstructed a railway and enlarged the old canal until it is for much of the way 
fully completed. All this is very creditable and shows that work prosecuted by the Government is far superior to work 
done under private contract. And the beauty of it is, the work is done for the nation at large, though the whole world will 
be benefited. It will stimulate trade and bring the nations of the earth closer together, and thus hasten the day of 
universal brotherhood.*4 

Life was so pleasant in the Zone, one canal employee wrote in the /nternational Socialist Review, that “we are really one 
of the happiest bunches of workingmen in the world.” Most workers would like to stay forever, he declared. “We feel as 
though we had temporarily escaped the driving lash of Capitalism and the Profit-System and are enjoying a fore-taste of 
what life will be for all the workers in the Wonderful Days A-Coming.”4 

Middle-class reformers in the United States who, like Bullard, would later become prominent state builders expressed 
their admiration for the construction project. In the 1920s the technocrat Stuart Chase described his more radical youth 
during the Progressive Era in the third person: “He made a laborious summary of state-controlled enterprises the world 
around, and took much comfort in the Panama Canal Zone as the one rocky ledge in a sea of American laissez-faire.” The 
prominent welfare editor and progressive Edward T. Devine visited the Canal Zone and cast a careful eye upon the living 
conditions, the penitentiary, and the judicial system. Overall he deemed it a perfect representation of his faith in 
progress, efficiency, and triumphant social science. Although he expressed dismay that prisoners were forced to wear a 
ball and chain and that there existed no juvenile court or probation system, much about the Zone impressed him. Devine 
praised the officials’ solution to the race problem: “Among the ingenious inventions to which social conditions on the 
isthmus have given rise, first place must be given to the broad distinction between ‘gold employes’ . . . and ‘silver 
employes.’ ” This was not explicitly a racial system, but it rather neatly solved the race problem, according to Devine: 
“There is no ‘Jim Crow car’ on the Panama Railway; but there is a first and second class with separate coaches, and on 
work trains there are separate cars for ‘gold’ employes. The patent subterfuge might make ‘trouble’ in some parts of the 
country; but on the zone, with Negroes who are mainly British subjects, and ‘Europeans’ who are accustomed to the idea 
of social classes, the plan seems to work satisfactorily.” Devine admired the efficient administration that allowed 
construction to hum along, and he seemed thrilled to meet “the superb lot of men and boys” doing the actual work. Like 
most who visited the Zone, he could hardly find sufficient superlatives to describe the project’s grandeur: “All honor to 
them; for this that they are doing . . . is a real wonder of the world.”+2 

The Canal Zone thus seemed a living laboratory for the sorts of activist state policies, closely tied to science and the latest 
technology and managed by experts, that advanced progressives like Herbert Croly advocated. As historian William 
Leuchtenburg pointed out decades ago, Croly became not only the best-known advocate of expanded state power 
(coining the term “New Nationalism,” which would be adopted, famously, by Theodore Roosevelt) but also one who 
married the ideals of progressivism to America’s new empire. Croly advocated an assertive foreign policy and the creation 
of an American international system, and he repeatedly noted the interconnections between domestic and foreign 
policies. He credited the War of 1898 with generating progressivism itself: “That war and its resulting policy of extra- 
territorial expansion... availed, from the sheer force of the national aspirations it aroused, to give a tremendous impulse 
to the work of national reform.” Now the United States had begun the mighty job of creating an international system, 
both by “pacifying” Cuba and by introducing “a little order into the affairs of the turbulent Central American republics.” 
Furthermore, he noted, “the construction of the Panama Canal has given this country an exceptional interest in the 
prevalence of order and good government in the territory between Panama and Mexico; and in the near future our best 
opportunity for improving international political conditions in the Western hemisphere will be found in this comparatively 
limited but, from a selfish point of view, peculiarly important field.” Nor in the long run should these expansionist 
activities be considered separate from domestic reform: “The irresponsible attitude of Americans in respect to their 
national domestic problems may in part be traced to freedom from equally grave international responsibilities. . . . [I]t is 


entirely possible that hereafter the United States will be forced into the adoption of a really national domestic policy 
because of the dangers and duties incurred through her relations with foreign countries.” “4 

POULTNEY BIGELOW AND THE PRESIDENT’S TRIP 
How did progressive reformers come to perceive the canal project in such a rosy way? The reactions were not always so 
positive, and closer examination reveals how the canal came to be seen as a wondrous application of scientific and 
efficient government policies. In the years after its victory in the War of 1898, as the United States replaced Spain in the 
Philippines, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, it found the exercise of power difficult and contested by its new subjects. The brutal 
repression of rebels in the Philippines after 1898 particularly challenged America’s positive image of its role in the world. 
An energetic insurrection had broken out as Filipinos resisted the new occupying power. Under the leadership of Emilio 
Aguinaldo, thousands of Filipinos took up arms to achieve national independence. The U.S. government was determined 
to assert its control over the archipelago. For Americans who had sought to portray themselves as using their new power 
only for civilizing purposes, the Filipino insurrection proved a great embarrassment. Whether measured in duration, 
resources expended, or the number of mortalities, it ultimately dwarfed the War of 1898. More than 125,000 Americans 
served in the Philippine-American War; it cost the lives of at least 16,000 Filipino insurgents, perhaps as many as 700,000 
Filipino civilians, and 4,200 U.S. soldiers.22 
The situation in the Philippines generated widespread concern among Americans about the supposed benevolence of 
their government overseas. In the war’s early stages government censorship limited the spread of information. Gradually, 
as soldiers returned home and particularly as anti-imperialists dug for information, revelations came out in the press 
about the U.S. military’s use of torture. Most infamous was the widespread “water cure” (in which gallons of water would 
be poured down the victim’s throat, then pressure applied to the stomach to force the water back out), but the American 
press and public also grew concerned about concentration camps, the indiscriminate burning of Filipino villages, and the 
killing of Filipinos who had surrendered. Brigadier General James Bell reported to the New York Times that in the 
province of Luzon alone, more than 600,000 Filipinos had died, either in battle or from dengue fever, itself at least 
partially a consequence of famine brought about by the war. Critics of the war effort pressed successfully for an 
investigation into alleged atrocities committed by the United States. The investigation lasted from January through June 
of 1902. Although Republicans carefully managed the hearings (refusing to allow the public or the press to attend, and 
preventing critics of the government from testifying), damning evidence nonetheless horrified the public and led to 
demands that the United States reform its policy.*® 
The Senate investigating committee learned, for example, that the highest-ranking officer in the Army had protested 
against the severe methods being employed on the Filipinos. The American governor of the province of Tayabas likewise 
reported that Army methods included “the extensive burning of barrios in trying to lay waste the country so that the 
insurgents cannot occupy it,” as well as various forms of torture. An Army major accused of killing unarmed Filipinos 
testified at his trial that he was following orders given him by General Jacob Smith: “Gen. Smith instructed him to kill and 
burn, and said that the more he killed and burned the better pleased he would be; that it was no time to take prisoners, 
and that he was to make Samar a howling wilderness.”42 Public outrage grew as the tales of a military seemingly out of 
control flowed freely. Some newspapers questioned the leadership of President Roosevelt and his secretary of war, Elihu 
Root. U.S. military officials found themselves compared to their corrupt predecessors in Spain. Anti-imperialists in the 
United States gained in the Philippines debacle much ammunition for arguing that empire was sapping the manhood of 
American youth, not energizing it. The arguments put forward by defenders of the military seemed to threaten American 
respectability even more. Some argued that savage tactics must be used by Americans when they confronted savages, or 
that the atrocities were committed by Filipinos collaborating with the United States. Still others declared that atrocities 
carried out by U.S. soldiers derived from a sort of “degeneration” caused by the surrounding environment, culture, and 
society that lacked civilizing virtues. An article by the writer Poultney Bigelow, titled “How to Convert a White Man into a 
Savage,” described the horrors of warfare in the Philippines he had learned about by interviewing a U.S. soldier who 
served there. Bigelow concluded that we should be teaching schoolchildren “not merely the gaudy and glorious side of 
warfare, but at the same time the dark and monotonous murder which is sometimes an ally in imperial progress.” An 
adventure that had seemed an opportunity to bring civilization to the Philippines now was believed to be undermining 
the very ideals upon which the American Republic had been built.28 
In this atmosphere of increasing disillusionment with the war, President Theodore Roosevelt launched one of his many 
brilliant offensives to shape and control public opinion. After meeting with his cabinet, Roosevelt ordered the court- 
martial of General Smith. This was immediately followed by a series of speeches by cabinet members, by Henry Cabot 
Lodge, chairman of the pro-war Senate Committee on Insular Affairs, by Army officers, and by Roosevelt himself. 
Together they articulated a forceful defense of the government’s policies in the Philippines. Roosevelt’s own intervention 
occurred during an acclaimed speech on Memorial Day at Arlington National Cemetery. Roosevelt reiterated the reasons 
for fighting while attacking both Filipino insurgents and American critics of the war. The war in the Philippines, he 
emphasized, turned on “not only the honor of the flag but the triumph of civilization over forces which stand for the black 
chaos of savagery and barbarism.” He admitted that U.S. troops had committed atrocities but argued that they had 


“received terrible provocation from a very cruel and very treacherous enemy,” and that enemy had committed 
more—and more savage—atrocities. He attacked domestic critics as men who “walk delicately and live in the soft places 
of the earth” and accused them of inconsistency for failing to condemn cruel lynchings at home even as they dishonored 
men nobly bringing freedom and “the light of civilization” to the Philippines.—2 Soon thereafter, on July 4, 1902, 
Roosevelt famously declared the war in the Philippines won. Clearly he had won the battle for favorable public opinion. 
Americans’ attention to the war faded even as guerrilla resistance in the Philippines continued for several more years. 
The controversy over military atrocities did not shake Roosevelt’s belief in the righteousness of American power. He 
continued to believe, as he had declared in 1899, that the Filipinos “must be made to realize that justice does not proceed 
from a sense of weakness on our part, that we are the masters. .. . We have put an end to a corrupt medieval tyranny, 
and by that very fact we have bound ourselves to see that no savage anarchy takes its place. What the Spaniard has been 
taught the Malay must learn—that the American flag is to float unchallenged where it floats now.”22 Yet at the same 
time, Roosevelt seemed to grow less interested during these years in formal imperialism and colonialism. He may have 
been influenced by the public’s distaste for aggressive military tactics, the harsh criticism from anti-imperialists over the 
course of many years, or some instinctive sense that formal rule over distant territories would indeed cause a 
degeneration of Americans’ character. Whatever the explanation, although Roosevelt did not seek to limit the assertion 
of American power after 1902, he focused on expressing it more effectively through economic and commercial forms of 
domination, political influence, an aggressive diplomacy, and, when needed, military intervention. He also focused 
attention on generating favorable publicity regarding the assertion of American power overseas. 

Roosevelt’s skills in these arenas would prove invaluable as the construction of the Panama Canal got under way, for in 
the early years the project was firmly associated in the minds of Americans with scandal, corruption, and bureaucratic 
inefficiency. Poultney Bigelow, a lawyer, a professor of colonial expansion at Boston University, and the author of the 
article that argued service in the Philippines was turning white men into savages, played a large role in giving Americans 
this poor impression. His father, John Bigelow, had served in President Lincoln’s administration as consul to France and 
had toured the isthmus with Ferdinand de Lesseps in the 1880s, at which time he began a lifelong friendship with Philippe 
Bunau-Varilla. And so John’s son Poultney naturally developed an interest in Panama and its promised canal. Poultney 
Bigelow attended Yale and Columbia Law School—he was, in fact, a classmate of Theodore Roosevelt’s at the latter. As a 
grown-up, he even visited Roosevelt’s home at Oyster Bay more than once, but the two never became close friends.2+ 

A strong, rugged-looking man with an aristocratic air, Poultney Bigelow spent much of his life traveling and writing. He 
published widely, particularly on topics of German politics and the history and future of colonialism more generally. He 
excelled as a writer and as a public speaker.22_ In 1905 his career hit the rocky terrain of Panama and never fully 
recovered. Returning from a journey to South America, Bigelow stopped in Colon and toured the Canal Zone for two days. 
He was visiting the Zone at a time when many were still fleeing it due to poor conditions and rapidly spreading disease. 
Although the worst of the yellow fever epidemic had passed by the time Bigelow visited in November of that year, nerves 
were undoubtedly still raw, and the government had not yet managed to provide many creature comforts for its workers. 
Perhaps all this influenced Bigelow’s experiences on the isthmus, since clearly he was unimpressed by what he saw. He 
wrote up his observations and sent them to the Independent. His brief essay shook up public opinion and officialdom 
both in the United States and in the Canal Zone, for it attacked every aspect of the government’s work on the isthmus. He 
described cities so filthy as to be uninhabitable, particularly Colon, the gateway to the canal, a city built on a swamp with 
no clear drainage system. He noted the absence of clean water and rents preposterously high. Negro laborers, he 
declared, received far less pay than promised and confronted disdain and disrespect from U.S. officials. He described a 
Panamanian woman doing laundry for white officials and having nothing but rainwater dripping off her roof as water for 
the washing. And she dared not complain, lest sanitary officials come and make her dump out even this small bit of water. 
He noted bureaucratic inefficiency and red tape that prevented work from being done. He found the US. officials 
arrogant and unable to speak Spanish; he saw courts presided over by Spanish-speaking Panamanians, their decisions 
unintelligible to employees from the United States or West Indies who spoke only English.22 

Two final charges made by Bigelow struck especially hard and caused an immediate uproar. First, he claimed that the 
canal was being built through graft and bribes. Ineffective Americans with political connections were traveling to the Zone 
to play at being doctors or engineers. When he sought to understand the cause of problems in the Zone, Bigelow 
reported, he “soon learned that So-and-So was the protégé of Senator this or Senator that—there was nothing to do but 
keep it out of the papers and lay the blame on the climate or the rain.” Roosevelt and Taft assure us that “political 
jobbery is foreign to their natures,” he wrote, yet it “flourishes under their noses and they appear to be incapable of 
stopping it.” Finally, Bigelow charged that the U.S. government had imported several hundred Martinican women to work 
as prostitutes: “Prostitutes are not needed on the Isthmus—and if they were there is no call to send for them at the 
expense of the taxpayer.” 

Many others had criticized U.S. policies before Bigelow did. The infamous failure of the French combined with staggering 
difficulties during the early years of U.S. occupation generated many negative perspectives. ICC secretary Joseph Bucklin 
Bishop wrote later that the negative newspaper and magazine articles were so common it seemed “to suggest that 


powerful influences were behind it.”24 Yet Bigelow’s were particularly damning charges. The essay concluded that 
changes were needed in this system, “which already gives ominous signs of rottenness.” He wanted someone put in 
charge who would hold the position for life and who would have the powers of a dictator. Until such reforms took place, 
“it would be a reckless father who would advise a son to take employment on the Canal Zone.”22 

Roosevelt and his administration aggressively responded to Bigelow’s charges. Within a few days Roosevelt issued a 
special message to Congress attacking the “sensation-mongers” and including reports by Secretary of War William 
Howard Taft and by chief engineer John Stevens that provided point-by-point rebuttals of everything Bigelow charged. 
They took special care to disprove his accusations regarding prostitution and graft. The Martinican women, they 
admitted, were brought to the Canal Zone by the U.S. government, but officials imported them to unite Martinican men 
with their family members, so that the men would work more efficiently. They argued strenuously that political 
connections were not influencing appointments and hires on the isthmus and denied that red tape was hindering 
government bureaucracy. They discredited Bigelow himself for having spent only two days on the isthmus, and they 
attacked his two main sources as discontented residents who had been refused political appointments by the U.S. 
government. Theodore Shonts, the chairman of the ICC, assassinated Bigelow’s character in a public speech, stooping 
even to name-calling: “Poultry—I mean Poultney—Bigelow is a completely annihilated man. All his charges of jobbery and 
immorality were investigated immediately and found to be without foundation.” He is “an irresponsible scandalmonger of 
surprising mendacity.”22 

The U.S. Senate launched an investigation and demanded that Bigelow identify his sources. He refused. He continued to 
defy the Senate committee even after hours of questioning and after senators threatened to arrest him for contempt. 
Bigelow melodramatically declared, “You can put me on bread and water and confine me to Coldén, but you can’t make 
me disclose the names of persons who have told me these things in confidence.” Years later he explained that since 
residents of the Canal Zone lived “under a reign of political terror,” he dared not reveal his informants. The senators 
adjourned so they could debate their options privately, but in the end, when reminded of a recent Supreme Court 
decision that protected journalists’ right not to reveal their sources, the senators reluctantly backed down. Bigelow 
remained bitter about his treatment to the end of his life, and continued lecturing and writing about the government’s 
problems in Panama for many years. In his memoirs he accused U.S. government officials of naiveté in running their 
colonies. They believe, he argued, that all it takes to keep people in the colonies contented is to supply them with Bibles, 
a book on Lincoln, and the Declaration of Independence. If someone declares that people are not satisfied with their lot, 
“Congress denounces him as unpatriotic, hales him before an inquisitorial Committee of Investigation, confronts him with 
a dozen witnesses who prove him to be a liar, and sends him away grateful at having escaped the penalty of high 
treason.”24 

Meanwhile, negative press continued to appear, which was surely frustrating to Roosevelt and the ICC officials. Editors of 
the Independent, feeling embarrassed at having printed Bigelow’s infamous report, sent Edwin Slosson and Gardner 
Richardson to the Canal Zone to assess the veracity of his charges. Their report ran in four parts during March 1906 and 
noted that Taft and Stevens had identified many inaccuracies in Bigelow’s essay. They attempted to strike a neutral tone, 
reporting on the many improvements being made in the Zone and the gradual progress in the work. But they also 
observed that chronic gamblers as well as “human derelicts and habitual adventurers” were numerous throughout the 
isthmus, and Colon was indeed a filthy and smelly city. On the crucial question of Martinican women, Slosson and 
Richardson refused to confirm or deny Bigelow’s charge that the United States had imported prostitutes. Yet they 
declared that most people with whom they spoke “stated freely, frankly and emphatically their belief that the women 
were imported by the Canal Commission to satisfy the demands of the negro laborers” and that they had been deposited 
arbitrarily along the Zone without regard for the location of family members. Many were leading immoral lives, Slosson 
and Richardson declared, although others were working at good jobs with the government or private families. In a follow- 
up article, Slosson and Richardson returned to the topic of women, concluding: “The three things lacking to make life 
enjoyable on the Isthmus are all feminine—women, cows, and hens.” They compared the balls sponsored by the ICC at 
the Hotel Tivoli to official life in India, where the few married women reigned supreme and feared no competition from 
debutantes.22 Later that year, Cosmopolitan Magazine sent Bigelow to Panama to reassess conditions. His report 
repeated many of the original charges, and in particular he taunted Roosevelt, urging him to discover for himself the true 
conditions in the Zone by visiting “disguised as a plain man.”22 

This scuffle between Bigelow and Roosevelt certainly involved a battle of egos, but its impact was larger than the two 
men. Bigelow’s charges damaged the canal’s public image as well as America’s sense of its role in the world. Perhaps 
Roosevelt also saw it as weakening his presidency. Resolving the problem required unusual and dramatic action, a public 
relations campaign of unprecedented force, drama, and sophistication. Roosevelt needed to refocus public opinion on the 
virtues of the canal project rather than on the scandals; to do so, he employed his talents for mythmaking and public 
relations as well as the prestige of the presidency. It is certainly no coincidence that Roosevelt chose, soon after Bigelow 
published his findings, to become the first president to leave the nation while in office. 

On November 8, 1906, Roosevelt and his wife stepped into a carriage at the White House to head for the ship awaiting 


them in the bay. As he departed, Roosevelt declared, “| want to see how they are going to dig that ditch; how they are 
going to build that lock; how they are going to get through that cut. It’s a business trip. | want to be able to tell people 
through this congress as much as | can about that canal.” A special suite on the USS Louisiana accommodated the 
president and First Lady, with numerous staterooms, bedrooms, a living room, and a smoking room. The Chicago Daily 
Tribune called it a “floating palace,” especially outfitted to receive and impress representatives of South and Central 
American governments. Roosevelt’s ship as well as the warships accompanying him received the most advanced wireless 
technology, and they were in contact with wireless stations at Guantanamo as they crossed the Caribbean Sea. 
Newspapers noted that Roosevelt would be in immediate contact if needed and that he would be safe. “It is doubtful that 
even the ghost of the redoubtable Capt. Kidd will care to attempt to board the president’s flagship.” 22 

Only hours before leaving for Panama, Roosevelt had ordered three companies of African American soldiers who refused 
to reveal the identity of men who rioted in Brownsville, Texas, in August 1906 dishonorably discharged. Now, during his 
trip to Panama, he worked to manage the political repercussions resulting from his decision. Many of those discharged 
had served for years and been decorated for heroism in the War of 1898. There exploded such public outcry across the 
United States that the secretary of war suspended Roosevelt’s discharge order. The protests were most forceful in the 
black community: African Americans in Washington, D.C., refused, for example, to join in singing the song “America” as a 
protest and demanded that the president rethink his decision. From Puerto Rico, Roosevelt telegraphed his answer: the 
order stood, and all 157 African American soldiers must be discharged. Roosevelt thereby became the first president to 
learn that controversial situations can sometimes be most effectively handled while out of the country.24 

As Roosevelt’s warships steamed their way toward the isthmus, the Canal Zone and port cities of Panama received a 
scouring. Everything was cleaned, painted, or whitewashed. Extreme precautions were taken to ensure safety and public 
order. All steamers approaching Panama were inspected, “a number of known Anarchists” and other “suspicious 
characters” were arrested and imprisoned until Roosevelt completed his visit, and Canal Zone police chief George 
Shanton, along with a Secret Service officer sent from the United States for this purpose, took virtual command over the 
police of Panama City and Colén.34 

The Louisiana docked eight hours earlier than expected, so there was a rush as ICC officials boarded trains in Panama 
City and headed across the isthmus to greet Roosevelt. The president set foot on a pier covered with palms and bunting 
and then received greetings from Shanton and seventy-two of his best police officers. Next he boarded a “handsomely 
decorated” train and made the first of many stops where crowds of people greeted him as schoolchildren paraded and 
sang patriotic songs. When Roosevelt boarded a ship to tour Panama Bay, he saw every steamer, dredge, and tugboat 
adorned with flags, and as his ship passed each one, “they saluted, blowing their whistles, while the crews . . . cheered 
the President frantically.” In Culebra Cut, Roosevelt received a “21-gun salute” of dynamite explosions as a welcome from 
the canal employees. In Cristobal he examined the fire brigade and watched as members let loose twenty-one powerful 
streams of water that washed up over buildings and down the main street of town. Then Roosevelt and chief engineer 
John Stevens mounted horses and galloped through the town, greeted by cheering crowds at each turn. When Roosevelt 
entered Panama City, he was escorted by hundreds of mounted police and watched more schoolchildren parade before 
listening to welcoming addresses by President Amador and other Panamanian officials. Amador declared Roosevelt the 
“commander in chief of the Panaman-American forces, allied to perform the greatest engineering feat in the world.” 
Roosevelt responded by saying that this “was the first time in the history of the United States that an American President 
had placed his foot upon territory over which the flag of his country did not fly. He said he was glad this foreign territory 
was the Panama Republic and spoke of his affection for the young country.” Newspapers stressed the warmth and 
enthusiasm with which the Panamanian people greeted Roosevelt.22 

Followed about on the isthmus by an army of journalists, and declaring to them early on that he “felt like the commander 
of a great and successful army,” Roosevelt enjoyed endless photo opportunities. He worked hard, demonstrating as he 
had so many times in the past his rugged approach to the challenges of life. He toured housing for workers, cafeterias, 
hospitals, foundries, and machine shops, spoke with U.S. and West Indian workers, walked the streets of Col6n and 
Panama City, and examined the ground where dams and locks would be built. He visited the hospitals and found 
everything, as one journalist put it, in “apple-pie order.” Perhaps remembering Bigelow’s challenge that he visit 
“disguised as a plain man,” he dramatically slipped away from the scheduled investigations several times, supposedly to 
see how things really looked. One day, as the Chicago Tribune reported it, when Roosevelt and his wife “dropped into 
the 30 cent lunchroom of the canal employés at La Boca and lunched with a grimy, motley crew of shovelers, his conquest 
of Panama was complete.”24 Roosevelt declared the food to be “as good as any one could wish,” but the stenographer 
Mary Chatfield wrote wryly to her women’s group back home: “I wonder if he labors under the delusion that they would 
dare serve him with the same sort of food that they serve to the employes?” == 

Roosevelt focused his investigation on the more technical aspects of the project and sites like Culebra Cut, where 
undoubtedly he hoped the American public would focus its attention. He described Culebra Cut to his son: “There the 
huge steam shovels are hard at it; scooping huge masses of rock and gravel and dirt previously loosened by the drillers 
and dynamite blasters, loading it on trains which take it away to some dump, either in the jungle or where the dams are 


to be built. They are eating steadily into the mountain, cutting it down and down.”36 Newspapers lavishly covered this 
aspect of his trip, describing how Roosevelt ignored warnings of landslides at one spot and insisted on leaving the 
observation platform, plodding through dirt and over rocks to climb into a steam shovel. Astonished at the machine’s 
power, Roosevelt sat for a few minutes silently watching the “intelligent monster” plunge again and again into the 
mountainside. Newspaper photographers were clicking shots of Roosevelt at this moment, creating the famous image of 
his presidency that brilliantly telegraphed to Americans the main values he wished associated with the canal. 

As he sat in the steam shovel, he peppered the engineer in charge, a Mr. Gray, with questions and got one surprising 
request back in response. Gray seized the opportunity to ask the president why steam-shovel engineers didn’t receive 
overtime pay, as the railroad engineers in the Canal Zone did. “Not paid enough?” Roosevelt said with a laugh. “Do you 
know, some intelligent persons have even said that the President is not paid enough for his work?” Nonetheless, he 
agreed he would consider the matter. Later, stopped at Culebra, Roosevelt saw a steam shovel at work and decorated 
with a banner that read, We Will Help you To CUT IT! Another workingman cried out as Roosevelt passed,“WE’RE GOING 
TO PUT IT THROUGH!” Roosevelt declared that such sentiments pleased him tremendously.*4 

In speeches delivered to American workers and ICC officials, Roosevelt praised the work being done and associated the 
canal with the great virtues of the United States. He confessed he was going home a “prouder American.” “Stevens and 
his men are changing the face of the continent, are doing the greatest engineering feat of the ages, and the effect of their 
work will be felt while our civilization lasts.” Repeatedly striking a military tone, Roosevelt declared, “Whether you are 
here as superintendent, foreman, chief clerk, machinist, conductor, engineer, steam-shovel man (and he is the American 
who is setting the mark for the rest of you to live up to, by the way), whoever you are, if you are doing your duty, you are 
putting your country under an obligation to you just as a soldier who does his work well in a great war puts the country 
under an obligation to him.” Work on the canal, he declared, should “confer the patent of nobility” upon a man, just as if 
he had fought valiantly in the Civil War. When someone in a crowd (who Chatfield believed was planted there by 
Roosevelt’s public relations people) shouted out, “What about Poultney Bigelow?” Roosevelt responded that people 
“should on no account pay attention to such criticisms, as the critics would sink out of sight, while the work the men were 
doing and had done would remain long after all criticism had been forgotten.” In a pointed rebuke to Bigelow’s’s 
statement that one would not want his son to work on the canal, the president declared he “was so impressed with the 
magnitude and greatness of this work” that “I wish that any one of my boys was old enough to take part in the work.”=2 
Upon his return to the United States, Roosevelt culminated his public relations campaign by issuing a lengthy special 
message to Congress in which he assessed every aspect of the project and included, for the first time in U.S. history, a 
photographic supplement. In this message Roosevelt gave an emphatically cheerful appraisal of the work being done. 
Here and there one might find “some minor rascality” at work on the isthmus, he informed Congress. Yet, “after the most 
painstaking inquiry, | have been unable to find a single reputable person who had so much as heard of any serious 
accusations affecting the honesty of the Commission or of any responsible officer under it... . [T]he whole atmosphere of 
the Commission breathes honesty as it breathes efficiency and energy.” Furthermore, “the work has been kept absolutely 
clear of politics.” Roosevelt condemned the “immense amount of reckless slander,” especially that expressed by U.S. 
citizens: “I feel for them the heartiest contempt and indignation; because in a spirit of wanton dishonesty and malice, 
they are trying to interfere with . . . the greatest work of the kind ever attempted.” Roosevelt concluded his message 
powerfully with a final military metaphor: “Our fellow countrymen on the Isthmus are working for our interest and for the 
national renown in the same spirit and with the same efficiency that the men of the Army and Navy work in time of war. 
It behooves us in our turn to do all we can to hold up their hands and to aid them every way to bring their great work to a 
triumphant conclusion.”22 

The journalist William Inglis observed that Americans had greeted news about the canal with “a strange lack of 
conviction” before Roosevelt visited the isthmus. However, “now that the President has gone to Panama, has seen that 
the work is progressing, . .. the people are slowly awakening to the fact that our engineers and mechanics and laborers 
are making a success of the greatest and most difficult engineering feat in the world.” Examining articles and books 
published on the canal, the historian Michael Hogan found that before Roosevelt’s visit negative publicity dominated. 
Afterward, innumerable publications followed Roosevelt’s lead, stressing the grandeur of the project, its significance as a 
gift to world civilization, and especially the engineering and medical achievements that made it possible. One book 
appearing soon after Roosevelt visited, by Michael Delevante, acknowledged the power the president exerted. Roosevelt, 
Delevante declared, “has immortalized Panama and the Panama Canal.” Gradually the main narrative of the canal shifted 
from one of disease, inefficiency, and graft to one of national grandeur. Indeed, the ferocity of Roosevelt’s public 
relations campaign was so celebrated at the time that it became, to some people, a joking matter. In a satire published in 
the New York Sunday World, a Mr. Blythe wrote about William Howard Taft’s visit to the Zone, which had preceded 
Roosevelt’s by several months: “What did he [Taft] discover there?” “He discovered that steam shovels make fine 
backgrounds for photographs, and told the President about it.” “Is there nothing permanent about the canal?” “Yes.” 
“What?” “The press agent.”22 

Roosevelt’s visit certainly triggered the public’s favorable new attitude toward the canal, but many others helped 


transform the project into a proud symbol for Americans. A veritable parade of congressmen, high-ranking government 
officials, labor representatives, social reformers, and businessmen visited the Zone in these years, using the isthmus as a 
staging ground to present their vision of American expansionism and the proper form of American government. Each visit 
provided journalists with another opportunity to broadcast the virtues of construction to the American public back home. 
The Chicago Daily Tribune wrote of this collective project that was “popularizing the canal” in early 1907, soon after a 
group of Chicago businessmen returned from the isthmus. The Tribune editors wrote approvingly, “Such testimony as 
has been given the country during the last few months is bound to make the average citizen much more sanguine of the 
early completion of the canal. That means an increasing enthusiasm and pride in American achievement as the day of 
realization of the world’s long dream approaches.”4+ 
Speaker of the House Joseph Cannon likewise led a group of congressmen to the Zone soon after Roosevelt and declared 
himself well pleased with the construction effort. Cannon noted, “I don’t know whether it’s sanitation or civilization. But | 
know we’ve introduced here the white man’s civilization. We’re just as comfortable here as in Illinois.” Several times 
congressmen and senators who served on committees charged with overseeing the construction work visited. Likewise 
William Howard Taft, who, as secretary of war and, after 1908, as president of the United States, bore responsibility for 
seeing the construction through to successful completion, traveled to the Canal Zone seven times between 1904 and 
1913. His wife, who had frequently visited the Philippines when her husband served as governor-general of that new 
American colony, wrote when she traveled to Panama that it “seemed more like ‘getting home’ than like getting to a 
strange place. The whole atmosphere and surroundings, the people, the language they spoke, the houses and streets, the 
rank earth odours and the very feel of the air reminded me so strongly of the Philippines as to give me immediately a 
delightful sense of friendly familiarity with everything and everybody.” 
Negative publicity declined but did not end after Roosevelt’s visit. Poultney Bigelow repeatedly attempted to revive his 
original charges, and over the years he was joined by others who decried the existence in the Zone variously of white 
slavery, government corruption, ineptitude, favoritism, mismanagement, bad food, and unfair treatment of U.S. citizens. 
Congressman Henry T. Rainey of Illinois raised serious accusations in 1907, arguing that the commissary system in the 
Zone was corrupt and that rotten meat was being served. He declared it a scandal in management “second only to the 
bum beef scandal of the Spanish-American war.” In 1908, Rainey made more serious charges of graft and corruption, 
alleging that prominent Americans (including William Nelson Cromwell and Charles P. Taft), in their roles as managers of 
the U.S. government- owned Panama Railroad, were robbing the treasuries of both Panama and the United States. 
Further, Rainey claimed that both Roosevelt and the incumbent president, William Howard Taft, were aiding their corrupt 
scheme. The accusation soon faded away, but not before generating bitter arguments in the House of Representatives 
and significant negative publicity in the newspapers.*2 

BRINGING PROGRESSIVISM TO THE ZONE 
Roosevelt’s personal charisma and the prestige of the presidency made the canal into headline news and improved public 
relations, yet even he failed to banish critics, and the government’s policies in the Canal Zone remained controversial. As 
Roosevelt and his administration sought to silence criticisms and ensure that the Canal Zone’s government was effective, 
they increasingly turned to a final weapon: progressivism. By linking U.S. expansionism to progressive ideals—in particular 
by showing that the government could operate in the Zone in an efficient, orderly, and just fashion—Roosevelt’s 
administration would generate positive publicity about the canal construction project and demonstrate its legitimacy. Yet 
the goal of bringing progressivism to the Canal Zone took on a life of its own and raised questions about who exactly 
should benefit from the progressivism of the United States. 
The reformer Gertrude Beeks of the National Civic Federation, or NCF, personified the connections between 
progressivism and the canal project and the complications that resulted. The story of this pioneer in corporate welfare 
activities also demonstrates how intertwined the worlds of labor activism, settlement houses, corporate welfare, 
government intervention, and American empire became during this period. Born in Tennessee soon after the Civil War, in 
1867, Beeks grew up in Fort Wayne, Indiana, and in Chicago. By the end of the 1890s she had become an active 
participant in the Chicago Civic Federation, an ally of Jane Addams’s at Hull House, and president of the National 
Association of Women Stenographers. In 1901, International Harvester hired her as its first welfare secretary, with a 
special request that she develop policies to enhance the comfort of female employees. Beeks quickly made a name for 
herself by creating a lunchroom so women would have healthy meals, buying a piano so they could dance a bit after lunch 
each day, and installing additional mirrors in the washroom. Those in charge made a startling discovery, it was said: 
“Efficiency was being increased.” Beeks went on to develop policies to improve health and sanitation for male as well as 
female employees and organized weekend boat trips and baseball games for the “labor element,” plus more elaborate 
trips to resorts for foremen and white-collar workers.“ 
In 1903, Beeks became director of the NCF’s Welfare Department. The NCF sought to improve relations between workers 
and employers by rejecting both socialism and the anti-unionism of employers organizations like the National Association 
of Manufacturers. At a time of tremendous change in the powers of the federal government, the NCF advocated limited 
state intervention and preferred to remedy the ills of modern industrial society through a combination of responsible 


corporate policies and a moderate union movement. Composed of representatives from the worlds of labor, business, 
and the public, the NCF became a powerful player in progressive America, persuasively presenting its case against 
socialism and in favor of limited state intervention, moderate unionism, and paternalistic corporate welfare. The NCF’s 
antisocialist philosophy and its warm relationship with corporations also generated biting criticism from left-wing labor 
activists.*2 

As director of the NCF’s Welfare Department, Beeks became a nationally visible leader in the corporate welfare 
movement. She traveled across the country, working with employers in a range of settings, from factories to mines to 
department stores, helping them overhaul their welfare policies and seeking ways to make workers more contented and 
loyal. She organized conferences and symposiums on welfare, published books, and gave lectures. Beeks was a dignified 
sort of woman, a handsome, gray-eyed figure dressed in the fine businesswoman’s fashions of the day. She worked 
closely with her boss, Ralph Easley, in the day-to-day affairs of the NCF and joined enthusiastically in his antisocialist and 
antisuffrage activities. Sincerely devoted to improving conditions for workingmen and workingwomen, and striving to 
nudge employers toward that end, Beeks also disdained the idea of workers contributing to the design of welfare policies. 
She believed welfare policies should not involve condescension to employees, but neither should they be based on “the 
so-called democratic idea.” Although committees of employees might be useful in implementing policies, their role 
should go no further: “The chief purpose of committees of employees is advisory and to enlist interest rather than to 
initiate or execute welfare plans.” Beeks seemed to enjoy the power and authority her work afforded in a business world 
composed mostly of men. Writing Easley about her work for International Harvester in 1903, she exulted: “They say here | 
should have been a man!”4° 

After Roosevelt visited the Canal Zone in 1906, the NCF announced that Beeks had created a new department devoted to 
welfare policies for government employees. This signaled the state’s rising importance as a force in American political life 
and as an employer. Despite the NCF’s emphasis on voluntary reform by individual corporations, its officers could not 
ignore the increasing centrality of the state. If only to serve as a model employer, the government itself had to be 
reformed. According to the National Civic Federation Review, many government departments had recently doubled in 
size, and employees desperately needed improvements in their working conditions. New buildings, like the Library of 
Congress, were equipped with modern washrooms, good lighting, and ventilated workrooms, but others lacked such 
conveniences. Patent office employees worked in a building where dust had been gathering “since the time of Lincoln,” 
causing eye irritations and pulmonary problems. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing was said to be a “first-class 
sweatshop.” Why should government employees be forced to tolerate conditions that would not be allowed in private 
companies? The NCF’s new department vowed to survey conditions throughout the government and military and 
announce its findings at a conference to be held later that year.*4 

There was no better symbol of the government’s new power and the importance of its role as employer than the canal 
project. “Nowhere,” declared the National Civic Federation Review, “does the Federal Government employ so large a 
number of persons under circumstances which impose upon it so great a responsibility for providing proper conditions of 
life as in the Canal Zone.” Thus it was hardly surprising that the NCF’s new department would be led by Secretary of War 
William Howard Taft, the man overseeing work on the canal, or that President Roosevelt and Secretary Taft asked Beeks 
to investigate conditions in the Canal Zone in her capacity as welfare director for the NCF. Taft sent with her a letter of 
introduction for Goethals: “She has the confidence of the President and of the friends of the President who know her 
work, and what she reports will be much relied on by the authorities here.” Goethals, Taft stressed, should give Beeks 
every opportunity to explore conditions in the Zone. “She does not come as a spy, or for the purpose of making 
sensational reports to the newspapers,” but rather seeks only to remedy any problems she may find. Taft also noted that 
because Beeks was tied closely to the trade unions, her suggestions for improving employees’ lives would be useful.-“® 
And so on a cool, damp day in June 1907, Gertrude Beeks boarded a ship for the long journey to Panama. She spent 
twenty-three days on the isthmus and examined virtually every inch of the construction project. She toured dormitories, 
cafeterias, married housing, YMCA clubhouses, and hospitals, and spent time questioning everyone from Colonel 
Goethals and his top officials to the engineers and foremen, and onward to the skilled and unskilled workers and their 
wives. She assessed labor conditions, wages, hours, holidays and vacations, housing, sanitary arrangements, water supply, 
food, commodities for purchase, medical policies, conditions for women and children, and rest and recreation. Beeks was 
known, a journalist related, for the constant questions she asked: “How could the laborers be happy . . . in dormitories of 
60 to 84 cots and less air space than tenement laws require? Why shouldn’t they have pneumonia when they were 
without blankets? Why should families like to live in a camp where there were no schools for the children? Why not 
organize clubs to make the women content?”*2 

The report Beeks produced after her long stay on the isthmus showed her to be a tough-minded critic with an eye for 
detail. A reporter for the New York Times observed, “Miss Beeks does not mince her words, and she seems to see clearly 
and sanely.”22 Her critique became an influential but controversial document in the political tug-of-war over government 
policy in the Canal Zone, one widely distributed among government officials and heatedly debated by many reformers. 
Beeks found much to praise in the government’s work on the isthmus. She reported that Colonel Goethals had won 


people’s confidence because “there is a general feeling that he intends to do ‘the square thing,’ due to the fact that now 
the men can get a hearing and to the prompt action taken when fully convinced that some wrong condition has 
obtained.” She found the new dormitories and mess halls quite attractive, making the towns of the Zone more beautiful 
than almost any factory town in the United States. Beeks exulted over the streets and grounds free from garbage: “Would 
that our streets and back yards in the U.S. were as clean!” So pleasant did the labor camps appear upon first sight that a 
temporary visitor might exclaim, as Beeks had heard, “These men are getting all that there is coming to them.” She also 
found that there was, relatively speaking, little vice and drunkenness in the Zone. She did find the “curse of alcohol,” 
especially after payday, but felt that “there is no more orderly a community in the world” than that of the Canal Zone, 
and the misrepresentation of these fine men was much to be regretted. “Therefore, anxious mothers with well trained 
sons need not influence their boys to refuse employment on the Canal Zone, for they will be quite as safe as in any other 
district away from home influence.” Borrowing from President Roosevelt’s rhetoric, Beeks offered her highest praise: if 
her two brothers were to choose between jobs in New York City or any other large metropolis in the United States and a 
job in the Canal Zone, she would not hesitate to recommend the latter.*4 

Nonetheless, the hardheaded social investigator found many problems in the Zone, and no detail proved too small to 
mention. Beeks criticized the government for housing as many as a thousand men in boxcars and for providing insufficient 
married housing. She found American bachelors living in poorly ventilated dormitory rooms with as many as three other 
men. Given the nervousness caused by the tropical climate, she argued, this congestion was particularly harmful. Both 
nurses and Negro hotel waiters were forced to live in very small quarters. All employees suffered from sharing their 
quarters with bedbugs, cockroaches, and fleas, so Beeks urged the government to undertake a scientific study to seek 
improved methods of extermination. Since employees and families alike had access only to cold showers, Beeks strongly 
recommended that hot-water showers be made available. 

The importance of encouraging more families to settle in the Zone proved a major concern for Beeks. The Canal Zone 
“has become a community and no longer simply affords construction camp life,” she stressed, and as such it was crucial 
to bring more families and to make their lives comfortable. Indeed, the Canal Zone “is a good place for young people to 
begin housekeeping, not only because of the attractive quarters, but because so much is furnished free . . . there is 
opportunity of saving and thus getting a good start in life.” Furthermore, lovesick men would not remain for long: “A man 
is much more contented in his own home not only because of the sentiment attached to it, but because there is someone 
to look after his personal needs, to provide wholesome food suited to his taste and the wife’s companionship prevents 
him from growing discouraged or taking impulsive action when things all seem to go wrong. There is no doubt but that 
the further development of home life will aid in securing a more permanent force of workers. Men with families there say 
they ‘would not stay ten minutes without them!’ ”°2 

Because she perceived families as critical for creating a stable and happy workforce, Beeks lavished attention on the 
problems that discouraged them from coming. It took far too long for workers to receive married quarters—some waited 
longer than a year—because of a severe shortage. The quarters were often buildings that housed four different families, 
and Beeks found this to be unsatisfactory—and potentially demeaning, she implied—for white Americans. Workers also 
complained to her, bitterly, of widespread favoritism in the awarding of married quarters. A man with connections might 
quickly be able to bring his wife and children to the Zone, while another man of equal rank would wait seemingly forever. 
And then there was the servant problem. The Jamaicans commonly used as servants by employees’ wives were 
notoriously inefficient and difficult to manage. Beeks observed: “If one will wash she will not iron, one who will iron will 
not cook, etc.” This required housewives to engage in very difficult labor. Officials should remedy the problem, she 
argued, by importing Chinese laborers to serve as servants, janitors, and cooks. Although they might require higher wages 
than Jamaicans, they would be well worth the price. Finally, Beeks highlighted insufficient schools as a problem that kept 
families from coming. She believed the number of schools for black children to be sufficient, but not so for whites. At a 
town like Empire, where some fifty white children lived, no school had yet been built. Such circumstances required that 
children either attend one of the schools for blacks or travel by train to another area, something that led many families to 
return to the United States.°3 

From memoirs they wrote, it is clear that housewives felt extremely isolated on the isthmus, challenged by the weather, 
illness, and insects of the tropics, and culturally and socially adrift. Beeks observed this and suggested that housewives be 
included in activities at YMCA clubhouses and that women’s clubs be established at every labor camp and affiliated with 
the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. Such clubs might engage in musicals, card parties, bowling contests, afternoon 
teas, and small groups to entertain bachelors at dinner now and then and “thus give them a little taste of home life.” 
These clubs would help women “become acquainted and less self-centred, for there would be something interesting to 
talk about.” Beeks concerned herself also with the lives of white wage-earning women—nurses in particular. But there 
her concern for women seemed to end. She included virtually no reference in her report to West Indian, Panamanian, 
Spanish, or Italian women.=4 

Beeks did assess the conditions facing male laborers from the Caribbean and Europe, although she certainly judged their 
circumstances according to a different standard from the one she used for white Americans. The closest equivalent she 


could find were the laws and policies established for poor immigrants in the United States. Tenement laws there required 
that airspace should not be less than four hundred cubic feet per adult. Virtually all unskilled workers in the Canal Zone 
lived in dormitories that allowed less airspace than that. This required special attention, Beeks argued, due to the high 
rate of pneumonia among silver workers. For the same reason she argued strenuously that drying rooms be provided so 
that workers would not have to sleep and work in wet clothes. The government provided silver workers with neither 
blankets nor furniture other than metal cots. Officials gave European laborers paper and ink and allowed them to write 
letters in the mess halls during the evenings, and Beeks believed the same provisions should be made for West Indians. 
The government provided no furniture for West Indians in the mess halls, and so they would sit under their barracks, “like 
animals,” or inside on the floor. European laborers confronted their own set of problems, and Beeks criticized officials for 
falsely representing conditions on the isthmus to them. Recruitment literature had pictured a lovely hotel, for example, 
implying that European common laborers would be allowed to stay there, although it in fact excluded any but white 
Americans.22 

While Beeks argued eloquently for improvements in the working and living conditions of West Indians and Europeans, she 
remained almost entirely silent about race and racism on the isthmus. She noted the existence of “two sets of employes,” 
but she did not clarify the racial nature of this division or mention even once the silver and gold system. In a section 
devoted to inequalities confronted by workers, she noted that common laborers (that is, West Indians and southern 
Europeans) worked longer hours than skilled American workers, and she characterized this as a hardship—not for the 
laborers, but for the American foremen who had to work as long as the common laborers they supervised. The remainder 
of her discussion of “inequalities” concerned differences between the hours, vacation, and sick leave accorded to 
different classes of white American employees. She quoted favorably the advice of one Zone resident who implored the 
U.S. government to “treat all civilized white employes equally and do away with favoritism.” In a rare comment about 
race relations, Beeks praised the ICC officials for replacing black commissary managers with whites on the grounds that 
black managers treated white workers’ wives “rudely.” She also emphatically urged the government to extend racial 
segregation by establishing separate counters for Negroes and whites in commissaries: “Blacks and whites should not be 
required to mix in making purchases at any of the branch commissaries.”22 

Beeks had little to say about the quality of the food provided for silver workers or their treatment in the mess halls. She 
devoted incessant attention to the complaints U.S. citizens made about the food provided to them, however. Though she 
granted that great improvements had been made and that the mess halls were structurally attractive, she found the food 
monotonous and poorly prepared and the service horrible. One worker complained to her: “Daily egg breakfasts, 
eggs—eggs—eggs every morning!” Another said, “I do not eat any breakfast at all simply because | can’t. The pancakes 
are so tough | cannot eat them and the coffee is not fit to drink.” Others complained of odd sauces poured over the meat 
or the absence of ice on the table: “You go all the forenoon without water, and then you come in at noon and can’t get it 
cold.” Diners received no service at all unless they tipped the waiters generously. It was a wonder the men remained 
healthy with such poor provisions, Beeks’s report commented. Nurses at Ancon Hospital in particular received such poor 
food they felt compelled to supplement it with commissary purchases. One nurse commented, “Tell the President | not 
only want a ‘square deal,’ but very particularly a ‘square meal.’”22 

Beeks devoted considerable space to analyzing why the American workforce changed so rapidly, with employees often 
returning to the United States after a year or less, and noted the threat this posed to successful construction. Besides 
general discontent over housing and food, Beeks cataloged complaints of favoritism over the assignment of married 
quarters, the need for more furniture, and inequalities in wages, hours, and vacation time. Small grievances piled up, like 
the circular that declared that any man who failed to cover his bed with a sheet would have his mattress removed. This 
was no way, Beeks argued, to treat Americans. She objected as well to the fact that “there is a strong anti-union 
sentiment among officials and an unwillingness to deal with union committees.” The sense that discrimination existed 
against union members and resulted sometimes in dismissals had caused great dissatisfaction among workers, she 
argued. 

Beeks pointedly criticized John Stevens’s administration for refusing even to allow workers to voice complaints. 
Goethals’s policy of hearing grievances every Sunday and making investigations had generated more hope and confidence 
in the administration. Still, she observed the oddness of Goethals’s policy—he would meet with a committee of 
boilermakers but not as members of their union, even though every boilermaker belonged to the union. To resolve such 
problems, Beeks strongly recommended that a conciliation board be established that could hear union complaints. She 
drew this lesson from labor relations at home in the United States. The importance of a conciliation board “was 
established by the Anthracite Coal Commission appointed by President Roosevelt and the same rule has been adopted by 
many employers’ organizations making contracts with unions.” Nearly every railroad had such a contract with its 
employees. The conciliation board should be headed up by a labor commissioner who could investigate grievances and 
help resolve disagreements. Such steps would ensure justice, and this in turn would “serve to attract a good class of 
laborers, for friends bring friends from the States if conditions are such that they write favorably to them.” Beeks also 
urged that a system of suggestion boxes be created throughout the Zone to allow for anonymous complaints and 


grievances. She found in her discussions with people a pervasive fear that they would lose their positions if they 
complained to her about conditions, and furthermore the fear seemed justified. People throughout the government 
hierarchy, from officials to doctors, from machinists to nurses, asked her to keep their names confidential.22 

Throughout her visit on the isthmus, Beeks received a warm welcome from everyone. But when it came time to circulate 
her report among politicians and ICC officials, she and Easley were anxious. As he sent the report to Taft, Easley prepared 
him to receive it in a good spirit: “In making her criticisms Miss Beeks recognized the fact that never before have there 
been as good conditions in construction work, but in view of the climatic conditions, the length of time to be consumed in 
the building of the Canal, and the fact that the Government should be a model employer, she has proceeded on the 
theory that the surroundings of the employes should be as comfortable as possible. Naturally more can be expected from 
the Government than from a private employer with limited capital and restricted by competitive conditions.” Easley 
reminded Taft of Beeks’s wide-ranging experience developing welfare policies for private corporations, even attaching a 
list of all the companies she had advised during the previous decade. And in case she might seem to be reacting weakly to 
tough conditions in the Zone, he carefully noted, “Miss Beeks has endured hardships and knows what it is to subsist on 
‘corn bread and side meat.’ Therefore any reference that she makes to bad food comes not from one who expects 
conditions to be too ideal.” 

A copy of the report went immediately to President Roosevelt, and he digested it rapidly. He praised it overall, but one 
section horrified him. Beeks’s report repeated Poultney Bigelow’s accusation that graft and bribery existed in the Canal 
Zone. Roosevelt responded fiercely: “No charge is more easily made nor leaves a more unpleasant taste in the mouth. It is 
just as if Miss Beeks should say that ‘it was alleged’ that the wives of various officials were unchaste. Such an accusation 
must never be publicly repeated unless there is an intention to back such a statement.” The yellow press would jump 
instantly upon the issue, he noted, resulting in no end of trouble. Roosevelt asked Beeks to provide him with any evidence 
she had, and he would then conduct a separate investigation, but under no circumstances should the discussion of graft 
be left in the report or otherwise made public. Easley responded that Beeks could only issue vague charges regarding 
graft because her informants did not want their names revealed. He conceded nonetheless that Beeks would report all 
her information to Taft and Roosevelt and that he would eliminate any references to graft from the report.& 

This was nothing compared with the storm of criticism Beeks and the NCF faced from officials on the ground in the Canal 
Zone. Goethals immediately asked his staff to respond to Beeks’s report, and then he compiled a point-by-point rebuttal 
of every major criticism she made. Although he agreed to adopt several of her suggestions, the overall tone of his 
response was a weary dismissal: things were not so bad as they seemed, her reforms would cost too much, and she didn’t 
fully understand life and work in the Canal Zone. He appreciated her hard labors and her good intentions, Goethals said, 
but ultimately her suggestions were simply off the mark. In particular he rejected requests for improvements in the lives 
of southern Europeans and West Indians. Goethals’s labor recruiter in Spain, LeRoy Park, agreed, saying that “the 
Commission has done all that it promised, and all that can be expected, to take care of these people, and it can scarcely 
be within the wish of the citizens of this country, who furnish the wealth that goes into the Panama Canal, that such 
wealth shall be expended for luxuries for foreigners who are receiving a wage adequate to their service, when so many 
native American laborers know so well the pangs of hunger.”® 

Their polite response masked a great bitterness felt by many officials toward Beeks and her report. No one reveals the 
depths of anger more clearly than Jackson Smith, the manager of the Department of Labor, Quarters, and Subsistence, 
who more than any other individual was the target of Beeks’s criticisms. Smith was a young man with five years of 
experience building railroads in Mexico and Ecuador when chief engineer John Stevens catapulted him—above more 
experienced men—to head the Department of Labor, Quarters, and Subsistence. An efficient but abrasive and often rude 
man, Smith was charged with providing housing and food to tens of thousands of working people and overseeing their 
labor. Thus he bore more responsibility than most individuals for the success or failure of the construction project. Like 
Goethals, Smith favored ruling in the Zone with an iron fist. He became known for his hierarchical approach to housing 
allowances, giving gold men one square foot of housing for every dollar they earned per month on the job. Disgruntled 
workers called him “Square-Foot Smith.”And if Smith matched Goethals in his tough way of ruling, he lacked the latter’s 
charm and became, in his short tenure, one of the most unpopular officials on the isthmus. By 1908, Goethals had 
decided, as he wrote Taft, that Smith’s “unpopularity is so pronounced as to interfere seriously with the efficiency of his 
department.” ® 

Over the years workers and their unions had raised a crescendo of complaints against Smith. In 1907, Beeks added her 
voice to the chorus. Most of the problems she observed in the Zone fell into Smith’s territory. Although she did not single 
him out by name, her remarks clearly called Smith’s leadership into question: “Tactful, considerate attention on the part 
of the representatives of the Department of Labor, Quarters and Subsistence would do much toward maintaining 
content[ment] under adverse circumstances.” Beeks knew, she declared, that the department’s officials were sincerely 
interested in employees’ welfare; nonetheless, “it is apparent that obnoxious and arbitrary methods too frequently have 
been pursued.” Common sentiment in the Zone was that Smith and his men refused to explain the reasons for poor 
conditions and refused to hear complaints. Instead, they “suggest that the next boat be taken to the States if not 


satisfied.” Although Beeks knew the department faced an extremely difficult challenge, she concluded, “Its policy of 
dealing with the human family has been erroneous and is the cause of general dissatisfaction.” 

Smith could barely control his anger when asked to respond to Beeks’s report. His counterattack was twenty-three pages 
long, his words dripping with bitterness and condescension. He defended his hierarchical approach by saying, “It is the 
practice the whole world over to provide a little better for men occupying the higher positions than for those in the 
subordinate ones. The same custom prevails in the Army, with the railroads of the United States, and among other 
corporations this being part of the reward for which an ambitious man or woman works.” Point by point, Smith 
responded to Beeks’s claims, often pungently: “The man who wants to be clean will be so with cold water, while the one 
who seeks an excuse for his dirt will remain dirty if hot water is provided.” The “colored laborers,” he claimed, prefer to 
live in boxcars. Comparing families living in four-family housing to tenements reflects badly “upon the good name of 
representative American workmen and their wives and daughters,” he wrote, and Beeks must bear the responsibility for 
the damage her comments caused.® 

Likewise, Beeks’s reference to laws regarding airspace in the tenements of the United States was “absurd, if not idiotic,” 
for conditions in the Zone and lack of access to supplies made the work far more difficult. Beeks’s critique of the Hotel 
Tivoli, he argued, “displays a total lack of knowledge of Isthmian conditions and canal affairs in general.” The idea that 
officials should supply mosquito bars to common laborers was an absurdity, for “they are an absolutely ignorant class 
who do not understand the use of such an article.” He denied that favoritism ever influenced the assignment of quarters. 
He found Beeks’s idea of supplying more recreation for employees unacceptable because “too much paternalism is not 
conducive to the best results.” Overall, Smith found Beeks’s criticisms to be baseless, and his disdain extended from her 
to all social welfare types: “The trouble with most investigators who have thus far visited the Isthmus seems to be that 
they permit the ideal to interfere with the practical, and if all the suggestions offered were adopted, and putting aside the 
enormous waste of money they involved, the Commission would soon be conducting a gigantic nursery.” © 

In a conversation with Beeks while visiting the United States (a conversation in which Taft also participated, apparently to 
keep Smith from behaving rudely), Smith began by noting bluntly, “According to your report everything on the Isthmus is 
wrong except the climate.” Relations went downhill from that point. After proclaiming that officials could not supply 
blankets to laborers since they would only get dirty, Smith was firmly corrected by Beeks: “I told him that blankets are 
used with the lowest class of employes—the criminal type, drunkards, etc., in New York City’s institutions. | shall add now 
that they are used at Ellis Island for the immigrants and they have no trouble about keeping them clean.”™ 

Smith was not the only official who found Beeks’s presence in the Zone galling, although others responded more 
temperately. The vice president of the Panama Railroad, for example, believed Beeks’s “various charges are so sweeping 
and so discouraging where zealous and continuous effort is made . . . to accomplish satisfactory results, that an adequate 
answer is difficult to prepare.”®2 The ICC officials had carefully limited democracy and heightened their own power in the 
Canal Zone as they sought to maintain order and enhance productivity. Now, because of President Roosevelt’s concern 
for creating a positive public relations campaign, they were forced to tolerate a social investigator poking around in their 
affairs—and a female one at that. 

When the Providence Journal published a thinly veiled satire about an investigator named Susie Peeks visiting 
Providence and basing her examination of the city on the work Beeks had done in Panama, the ICC officials loved it. Susie 
Peeks found, just as Beeks had, that men were losing the girls who loved them due to unavailability of family housing, 
that residents of boardinghouses complained of having to eat eggs every day (while residents at other boardinghouses, 
declared Miss Peeks, requested eggs and failed to get them!), that prices were high, and that drinking was a curse. The 
ICC distributed the satire throughout the Zone to the great enjoyment of officials and managers and wrote the 
Providence Journal to congratulate its writer for the excellent work. Meanwhile, an associate of Beeks’s visited the Zone 
to follow up on some of her investigation and reported confidentially to Beeks that the isthmus was sprinkled with 
individuals who had only “spicy” things to say about her. One reaction, probably common, came from an official who 
found Beeks’s report too shaped by her “feminine sentiment—that what would strike you as a hardship for the men, they 
themselves would not regard as such at all—they actually prefer to rough it in many instances.” As one might expect in 
the early twentieth century, Beeks’s gender was mentioned often and by supporters as well as by detractors. The New 
York Times, reporting on her Panama investigation, commented that workers there had a “warm and powerful friend” 
visiting them, one who “noticed many little but essential things that would have escaped the eyes of a dozen investigating 
committees of men.” 

ICC officials grumbled mightily over Beeks’s suggestions, and they rejected many of them. Most important, they refused 
to appoint a labor commissioner even though Roosevelt favored the idea and John Mitchell, the prominent leader of the 
United Mine Workers, expressed interest in taking the job.22 Nor would they change in any significant way their policies 
regarding unions, and so the pervasive anti-union atmosphere of the Zone continued. 

Still, Beeks could take credit for many important reforms. Officials supplied beds, rather than cots, to all white American 
bachelors, and they built more dormitories to ease congestion. They built drying sheds throughout the isthmus, which 
Beeks personally considered her greatest achievement because of the improvement in health it afforded workers. Prices 


at the commissaries were lowered, and their sanitation improved. Officials immediately took steps to extend segregation 
in the commissaries by creating separate counters for white and black workers (although some officials confessed 
surprise that Beeks encouraged such a policy, one remarking, “If we had any such arrangement as this in existence, Miss 
Beeks would doubtless be the first to complain”). A newspaper, the Canal Record, was created upon Beeks’s 
recommendation and became a highly effective part of life on the isthmus, credited with generating a stronger sense of 
community and solidarity. At Taft’s request, an organizer visited the Zone to create a network of women’s clubs that 
ultimately affiliated with the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. But perhaps the most important reform of all 
concerned Jackson Smith.4 
In the summer of 1908, just days after writing his very bitter response to Beeks, Smith was forced to resign. Technically, it 
was Said to be a conflict with Goethals over purchasing orders that led to his departure. But there can be little doubt that 
the years of protests by employees of all ranks and by unions, especially when reinforced by Beeks’s documentation of 
the failings of Smith and his office, finally convinced Goethals that he needed to install a new manager. 
Many of Beeks’s criticisms of government in the Zone, though contested by ICC officials, were backed up by workingmen 
and workingwomen who suffered as a result and kept a record of their experiences. Mary Chatfield, who left the Zone 
just before Beeks’s investigation began, found conditions virtually intolerable there and believed Poultney Bigelow’s 
biting descriptions were closer to the truth by far than the rosy pictures painted by either Arthur Bullard or President 
Roosevelt. On no point was Chatfield more emphatic than her disgust—which, she declared, was universally shared—with 
Smith’s handling of housing and food and with his personal style. In letters home to her literary club, Chatfield 
documented endless evidence of Smith’s corrupt and inappropriate style: inexperienced people promoted because Smith 
favored them over others, honest men dismissed because they complained to Washington, D.C., about conditions and the 
complaint got back to Smith, Smith lying to Chatfield herself about a transfer she desired. And above everything else, his 
management of hotels, dormitories, and mess halls was abominable. When President Roosevelt visited the isthmus in 
November 1906, Chatfield hoped Smith would be relieved of his post. She was disappointed: “This man, whose gross 
mismanagement of the government eating houses has made misery almost incalculable, has been advanced by Pres. 
Roosevelt; he has been made a member of the ICC and retains what he had.” Months later Chatfield packed her bags to 
return home, relieved to escape the poor food and bad working conditions in the Zone. Even then, her one thought was 
of the despised Smith: “Hurrah for the United States! | will soon be there and Jackson Smith does not run the 
restaurants.” 
But to Chatfield the problems in the Zone were systemic, not individual. Not only were favoritism and influence peddling 
widespread, but it seemed that in every office the least experienced person was in charge. Profiteering and graft were 
pervasive, for there was no other way to explain why everything in the commissaries cost so much or why the food in the 
mess halls was so bad. Chatfield recited a poem titled “The Grafter’s Version”: 
My country, ’tis of thee, 
Sweet land of jobbery, 
Thou best of jokes! 
| love thy every cove, 
| love each verdant grove, 
But most of all | love 
Thy verdant folks! 

She urged a friend about to visit not to be disappointed as she had been, but to please remember important rules about 
life in the Zone: “Clear your mind entirely of the idea that the majority of men in high positions here are people to respect 
and to admire—such are the exception, not the rule.” She had found prejudice toward women to be widespread and 
believed ICC officials had little respect for the rights of U.S. citizens. If Roosevelt hoped everyone would forget Bigelow’s 
scandalous charges, Chatfield mentioned his name repeatedly, asserting that what he described was known to everyone 
on the isthmus. Reading an exposé of the government's policies in the Philippines, Chatfield observed, “I am glad 
someone is man enough to talk straight beside Poultney Bigelow.” Her perspective on life in the Zone reminds us of the 
complex challenges faced by advocates like President Roosevelt and by reformers like Beeks. The latter desired to be of 
help in effecting better and safer conditions in the Zone, but the president’s boosterism would remain an obstacle. 


DESPITE HER battles with Jackson Smith and other ICC officials, Beeks in the end generated improvements in living and 
working conditions in the Canal Zone, thus helping officials enhance workers’ productivity and discipline. Simultaneously, 
she tied domestic ideas of progressive social reform more tightly to experiments in state intervention being conducted in 
the Zone. Her activities and final report were touted in the United States and provided evidence that the science of social 


reform was alive on the Isthmus of Panama. In this way she helped legitimate the construction project in the eyes of 
other reformers, journalists, and socialists. 

In 1913, while visiting the Canal Zone, the writer Willis Abbot spoke with a financier from New York City, a man he 
described as “a banker of the modern type with fingers in a host of industrial enterprises.” The banker was impressed by 
the “education in collectivism” which the U.S. government was giving to thousands of people in the Canal Zone through 
its extensive intervention. As the banker described it, “The big thing is the spirit of paternalism, of modern socialism, of 
governmental parenthood, if you will, which is being engendered and nursed to full strength by Federal control of the 
Canal. This is no idle dream, and .. . within three years, it will begin to be felt in the United States.” The thousands of 
workingmen, he anticipated, would return to the United States ready to demand more extensive state intervention on 
behalf of working people. This would not be a battle of capital versus labor. It would involve no bombs, but rather a 
peaceful and irresistible momentum that would force the federal government to take over the public utilities—or perhaps 
all corporations—and adopt the fine standards of “work, wages and cost of living” as existed in the Canal Zone.2 

Contrary to the imaginings of this banker, no straight line would emerge between the government’s policies in the Zone 
and socialist utopia in the United States. But his reflections suggest how governmental experiments being carried out to 
further U.S. empire-building fueled notions that a more powerful state, domestically and internationally, could be a force 
for scientific efficiency and social justice. As Americans built the canal and sought to create a model civilization in the 
Canal Zone, their efforts were shaped by values and reform traditions they brought from home. Yet they also confronted 
a world undergoing tremendous change amid U.S. expansionism. This challenge—the project of creating a “progressivism 
for the world”—emerged as a new and important theme in America’s self-definition. 

Yet progressivism in the world of the isthmus had significant limitations. As reformers from Bullard to Beeks looked to the 
Canal Zone to imagine, observe, and apply lessons of social reform, they drew close boundaries around the proper arena 
in which they and the U.S. government should work. Their concerns focused mainly on the white U.S. citizens in the Zone, 
and when they did consider southern Europeans and West Indians, they saw them as separate peoples who required 
lesser standards than those of the more civilized Americans. Beeks focused some attention on the European and West 
Indian laborers—or at least the men among them—and sought to improve their living conditions, but like other reformers 
she embraced racial segregation as a natural and desirable approach to maintaining order. Meanwhile, her laboratory for 
social reform was itself made possible by the support that people just across the boundary line, in the Republic of 
Panama, provided. The American utopia in the Canal Zone could not exist without the seeming dystopia of Panama. The 
failure of progressives to acknowledge, much less breach, this boundary line would disrupt life on the Isthmus of Panama 
in the short run and compromise the reformers’ progressive ideals. In the years to come, such neglect of the wider world 
would shape the character of the American empire. 


CHAPTER SIX 

THE WOMEN’S EMPIRE 
WHEN HER husband went to take a job building the Panama Canal in 1905, Rose Van Hardeveld and her two young 
daughters left the Wyoming mining town where they had lived for three years and returned to her family’s homestead in 
western Nebraska. There they would “wait as women have waited since the beginning of time, for the call to join my 
husband.” After many months she received word that her husband, Jan, had been assigned married quarters in the Canal 
Zone. She packed up the family’s belongings and dressed Janey and Sister in their best clothes. Heartsick and uneasy, they 
headed to New York City to catch a ship to Panama. As the ship slowly made its way through the Caribbean, Van 
Hardeveld read and reread the letters her husband had sent. Then, she remembered, “for the first time | began to picture 
Panama as ‘home.’ ”+ 
Making the Isthmus of Panama feel like home would prove a challenge to Rose Van Hardeveld and many other American 
women who journeyed there during the construction decade. Like her, most white American women moved to the Canal 
Zone not for a job but to work as housewives and support the efforts of husbands building the canal. By re-creating the 
private, domestic realm of the home in the towns of the Zone, American women became central to the U.S. construction 
project. Their efforts enhanced canal workers’ productivity by making the isthmus more comfortable and 
soothing—making it feel like “home,” as so many observers noted—helping to keep men away from dissipating evils like 
saloons and red-light districts, and along the way making the Zone a model of civilization. In the United States at this time 
women were energetically entering the public sphere, but they still lacked full citizenship, as signified in their continued 
exclusion from the franchise. Supporting the canal construction project through their homemaking labor allowed these 
women, even while focused on traditional feminine duties and obligations, to participate in a very public episode of 
American civilization building.2 
This message was forcefully broadcast by President Roosevelt during his 1906 visit to the isthmus, when he addressed 
canal employees and their wives: “You are doing the biggest thing of the kind that has ever been done. ... [I]t is not an 
easy work. ... [I]t is rough on the men and just a little rougher on the women. It has pleased me, particularly, to see, as | 
have, the wives who have come down here with their husbands, the way in which they have turned in to make the best of 
everything and to help the men do their work well.” The General Federation of Women’s Clubs similarly highlighted the 
contributions of white American housewives after the canal had been completed: 
The wives of the civilian employees in their brave efforts to make a semblance of a home in a malarial, insect-infested 
country, have made it possible for their Government to boast at all times of an efficient force of workers. Without the 
support and encouragement of their wives these employees would not have remained in the tropics to carry on. ... Some 
day there will be a story written of how these women braved the terrors of the sea, challenged the evil reputation of a 
tropical country, faced the yellow fever mosquito, the perils of a jungle country, nursed the sick and buried their dead 
with an unfaltering spirit whose armour could only have been that of inspired fortitude.2 
In other words, contemporaries not only recognized but celebrated the value of American women’s domestic labor to the 
larger goals of the construction project.4 
Like British and American women who made their homes in other sites of empire—in India, Indonesia, Puerto Rico, or the 
Philippines, for example—the housewives of the Canal Zone became willing participants in their nation’s civilizing mission. 
Their role differed profoundly from that of their husbands, however. Unlike male employees who left each day to work in 
the machine shops or construction sites of the canal, housewives were compelled to negotiate the tensions of empire ina 
supposedly private and intimate realm. Their main interactions with West Indians and Panamanians occurred in their own 
houses. The labor of West Indian and Panamanian women was indispensable to the canal project, and it often fell to 
white American housewives to manage them. Their own domesticating mission and their self-image as participants in the 
canal project were entirely dependent on the labor of these women who cleaned and cooked for them and cared for their 
children. To succeed at their jobs, however, housewives needed to try to make that labor unnoticed by others. The home 
therefore served not only as a place to build an “American civilization” in the tropics but also as the fulcrum in which 
white American housewives defined their identity through the distinctions they discerned between themselves and those 
who served them. Their reactions to those people—mostly women—were diverse and ranged over time from fear, 
anxiety, frustration, and dependency to occasional feelings of friendship, admiration, and romanticism. 
In important ways the Canal Zone differed from other U.S. expansionist sites around the world. Unlike the Philippines, 
Cuba, or Puerto Rico, where the United States also established a firm presence, the Canal Zone under U.S. occupation was 
purposely cut off and distinguished from the Republic of Panama in every possible way. Although the U.S. government 
was deeply involved in Panamanian affairs and American canal employees and military personnel regularly visited the 
entertainment districts of Panama City and Colon, the residents of the Canal Zone in their everyday lives remained 
isolated and insulated from the realities of the Republic of Panama. This was especially true for American women, who 
less frequently visited the port cities and the beaches of Panama. They mostly inhabited a women’s zone, one focused on 
their homes and neighborhoods and the ICC commissaries where they bought food and other necessities. The public 
world of work on the canal was unfamiliar to these housewives except when they visited as tourists or took their children 


to see Culebra Cut. 
If the U.S. housewives inhabited in some senses a constrained world, however, it was nonetheless a large one, filled with 
many other women from the United States and their families, and this provided another contrast with sites like Cuba and 
the Philippines. Although some U.S. women traveled to the latter countries (most often as wives of government officials, 
Or as teachers or nurses), their numbers were small relative to that of their counterparts in the Canal Zone. The 
prevalence and importance of skilled white U.S. workers in the Zone and the decision of officials to encourage their wives 
to accompany them made the demographics and the gender economy of the isthmus distinctive. By 1912 thousands of 
white American housewives had taken passage to the Canal Zone, accompanied by thousands more of their sons and 
daughters. The Canal Zone census of that year found nearly eighteen hundred married white women who had been born 
in the United States. The vast majority had moved to the Zone to provide a home for their husbands. Some were wives of 
senior officials (Mrs. George Goethals, Mrs. William Gorgas, and so on), engineers, and white-collar employees, but most 
were the wives of machinists, railroad engineers, carpenters, steam-shovel men, and other skilled workers.® 
The white American women in the Canal Zone negotiated their lives and work amid an axis of demands. The racial and 
social hierarchies of the Zone pervaded the world of women as well as of men, and the rough environment of the Canal 
Zone clashed against many women’s desires for respectability. Amid the conflicts, tensions, and sometimes latent 
violence that resulted, Goethals’s staff members found themselves having to serve as social workers and peacekeepers, 
intervening to resolve white women’s quarrels when they had many other—seemingly more urgent—demands pressing 
on their time. Little did they know, when they encouraged wives to settle in the Zone, that the contributions made by the 
community of women to enhancing labor productivity would be offset by new sources of disorder and disharmony. 

“HERE IN THE ZONE A WOMAN’S A PLEASURE, AND RICH UNCLE SAM FOOTS THE BIG BILL” 
Rose Van Hardeveld found her entrance into the world of the Canal Zone in early 1906 a harrowing one. Her husband, 
Jan, greeted her and her daughters at the dock, and through the heat and humidity they made their way to the train 
station. After hours of waiting, they boarded a train headed for their new home in Las Cascadas, a construction town near 
the mouth of Culebra Cut. As the train steamed across the isthmus, she remembered, it would stop every few miles to 
allow a family to find their home “somewhere in the darkness.”4 
Finally it was their turn. Disgorged by the train, they began walking along the tracks in “the blackest, darkest place | had 
ever been in.” When they reached the house, Jan had no matches, so he let his family rest on the porch while he went to 
find a light. Van Hardeveld sat clutching her children, with “fleeting mental pictures of the creeping horrors that might 
pounce on us out of the dark night.” Jan returned, and upon entering their new home, they saw bats and lizards scurrying 
for cover, and then, as they gained their bearings, a vile smell hit them. Jan explained the source of the stench: the house 
had been built and abandoned by the French. Left unoccupied for years and with double walls, the dwelling had provided 
a home for hundreds of bats, their nests and droppings now filling the house.® 
Van Hardeveld believed it was her wifely duty to support and provide companionship to her husband. But like many 
women she saw her journey to the Canal Zone in larger terms. She and her husband were both Dutch Americans; they 
passionately supported Theodore Roosevelt and felt a patriotic pride in his canal project. “With Teddy Roosevelt,” Jan 
Van Hardeveld had proclaimed to his wife, “anything is possible!” Guided by Roosevelt’s vision, and supported by his 
wife’s housekeeping talents, Jan believed they would contribute to the canal construction and help civilization advance. 
Rose Van Hardeveld was confident that her government appreciated her labor: “The opinion had been expressed by our 
own Government that the wives and children were as necessary to the success of the job as the men were.” 
This statement reflected a change in officials’ thinking. Initially, in 1904 and 1905, they believed conditions too rough for 
women. As Rose Van Hardeveld described it, “There seemed to be a general air of Canal Digging first, and women and 
children are too much trouble.”22 Only rarely did women make the trip except for some nurses and wives of officials. Few 
comforts were available for wives, and more than one found herself living in a boxcar. In 1905, when hundreds of skilled 
workers fled the Zone to return to the United States, when disease, accidents, and discomfort made the isthmus seem as 
much a dreaded land of death as during the French era, it began to seem to officials that women might indeed be the key 
to success. U.S. officials needed to make the Canal Zone seem not a diseased construction camp but a civilized world—or, 
as Americans in the Zone described it, “a small bit of the United States, transplanted to alien soil.” By early 1906, as they 
got disease under control, officials began to urge women to come to the isthmus, and simultaneously they began working 
to make the Zone a more comfortable and hospitable place. They built housing for married couples and their families and 
provided workers whose wives joined them with double the amount of housing space. They paid wives’ way to the 
isthmus. They built ice plants, cold-storage warehouses, and commissaries, all things men would enjoy but women in 
particular would find necessary. And, very important, they added a female ward to ICC hospitals.4++ 
The argument that women’s presence was not only feasible but desirable was forcefully articulated in 1907 by Gertrude 
Beeks. When she visited the Zone in June of that year, nine hundred families were already living there. Beeks declared the 
government must treat the Zone like a settled community rather than a construction camp, and toward that end it should 
build more family houses. ICC officials admitted they were facing hundreds more requests for houses that could 
accommodate families, but they demurred at spending the extra money, especially for single-family homes. Beeks 


rebutted, arguing that “the rapid construction of the Canal depends much upon a stable force of employs.” Any 
investment by the government, she noted, would be repaid by keeping workers from returning to the United States and 
by making those who remained happier: “Men with homes upon the Isthmus are able to have nutritious food tastefully 
prepared, now impossible at the Government messes. . . . [Flamily life is conducive to contentment, health and, 
therefore, stability.” By the end of 1907 the New York Times was publicizing Beeks’s opinion that “Panama offers good 
chances to women.” The government proceeded to build more family housing, and by July 1912 a brief note in the ICC 
annual report curtly showed Beeks’s predictions to have been correct. Of the current employees, it declared, 48 percent 
of married men had been on the job prior to 1908, while only 20 percent of bachelors had been working for the ICC that 
long.44 

For the workingmen and engineers in the Zone there were more prosaic reasons to encourage wives and sweethearts to 
join them. Single American men lived in dormitories, sharing their rooms with one or more others and eating in 
government cafeterias. Though their quarters were relatively palatial and the food much better than that provided for 
non-Americans, white workingmen considered conditions rough. The food served in government cafeterias was widely 
perceived as atrocious. Consequently, men tried whenever possible to marry or bring a wife from the States. This would 
allow them to apply for married housing, which would provide them with space all to themselves and their family. Their 
wives would not only provide companionship but also run the household, in turn hiring Caribbean or Panamanian women 
to cook and clean. As a poem written during the construction era declared: 


Happy the lot of the man who is married, 
With nice little house and furniture free; 
Awful the lot of the chump who has tarried, 


And turned from the road to fee-lici-tee. 


Single men think to be free is a pleasure, 
And go and come as they will; 
But here in the Zone a woman’s a pleasure, 


And rich Uncle Sam foots the big bill. 

Because of these circumstances, a gendered economy emerged in which women’s labor made the Zone feel like home to 
American men working on the canal, enhanced their comfort, and in this way helped solve the problem of rapid labor 
turnover that had nagged officials during the early years of construction.—2 

Plaintive letters traveled back and forth as machinists and steam-shovel men entreated their wives or sweethearts to 
come to Panama. When they failed to convince their sweethearts to make the trip, many men looked for women already 
living in the Zone, courting daughters of other workers or finding romance in Panama City. One housewife noted that 
many a bachelor, “after a dinner at a married friend’s home, would think longingly of Lucy or Jane, whom he had left 
behind in the States. The list for assignment to married quarters grew longer and longer and it was eagerly checked as 
names crept slowly to the top.” In one case a man had anxiously waited for married quarters and, when he received 
them, cabled his fianceé to come at once. Unfortunately, she had grown tired of waiting and married someone else. He 
went off to another American’s house and proposed to the man’s daughter. They married the following week and took up 
residence in his new married quarters.+4 

Housekeeping in the tropical conditions of the Isthmus of Panama was tremendously challenging, and for many 
housewives this provided a source of pride. As Van Hardeveld put it, “Among some of us first few families to arrive, it 
often seemed that the job of making a home was more difficult than the job of digging the big ditch.” The task facing a 
white American housewife, surrounded by damp jungle, seemed daunting. On her first morning on the isthmus, Van 
Hardeveld awoke to a kiss from her husband and the quick advice that she go find food for herself and the children at the 
“Chink shop” nearby. Then he was gone. At the Chinese shop Van Hardeveld found nothing edible except a few eggs of 
dubious quality and a handful of beans. She returned home and struggled to build a fire with damp wood so she might 
feed her hungry girls. Several days later the new commissary at Empire opened, but even then shopping required a hot 
two-mile walk each way, with Van Hardeveld carrying a basket and her two small daughters trailing behind. The family 
would walk along the tracks to get there, jumping off onto the slippery footpath whenever a train approached. A trip to 
the commissary and then lugging the groceries home again demanded an entire day. After a while she simply sent a boy 
with a note to shop for her, but there remained the tiresome lack of variety: “Day after day | found myself preparing the 
same meal, from necessity, not from choice: beans, soggy crackers, Danish butter, and fruit.”*= 

While her husband had the challenge of overseeing West Indians at work shifting tracks, Rose Van Hardeveld faced the 
challenge of housekeeping amid numerous pests. Screens and netting barred most mosquitoes, but little could be done to 


protect the family from roaches and ants. Van Hardeveld arrived home one day from a shopping trip in Empire to see her 
kitchen taken over by two monstrous streams of ants—each stream more than two inches wide—and hear her daughter 
calling out, “Look, Mama! They’re carrying away our dried apples!” One group of ants marched across the floor, up the 
wall, and into a can of dried apples. The other group headed back down the wall, each ant bearing a piece of apple and 
trudging quickly outside with its treasure. Van Hardeveld found oil to swab at the ants and clear her kitchen, tended to 
her horrified children, and then climbed down the hill again to Empire to inform the quartermaster’s office of her 
problem. Soon two men came to explode chemicals and destroy the ants’ nest.*® 

Perhaps an even greater challenge to Van Hardeveld’s domesticating efforts, however, resulted from encounters with the 
West Indians and Panamanians among whom she lived. Van Hardeveld and her family lived atop a hill. Directly below 
them was a labor camp filled with Jamaicans, Barbadians, and Martinicans. Every day Van Hardeveld listened to their 
sounds and smelled the scent of their cooking, worrying more than once when she saw people from the camp advancing 
up the hill toward her home. The nighttime bothered her the most: “With the darkness came noises so weird and 
uncanny as to make the flesh creep with the strangeness of it all.” She grew accustomed to the sounds of alligators, 
lizards, insects, and birds, but the sounds of humans at night never ceased to rattle her. Just as Van Hardeveld and her 
husband settled into bedtime rituals, they would hear the “chattering” of the West Indian gang arriving to empty their 
septic pails: “They seemed like ghouls.” Van Hardeveld rarely saw them unless a bright moon showed them “weaving like 
ponderous shadows... down the tracks.”22 

The sounds made by these supposed ghouls, however, were nothing compared to the wailing that rose up out of the 
labor camp below them when friends and family of West Indians killed by disease or industrial accidents gathered to 
mourn them: “All night long they would drink rum and wail, and sing Old English Gospel hymns in the flattest, most 
unmusical way imaginable. No matter how fast asleep | might be, when the first sound of that eerie screeching slapped 
the air, | was wide awake and out of bed.” It was unearthly, she declared, the sound swaying in the air “like the dance of 
witches.” The sound would grow wilder over the course of the night, and then, at the first crack of dawn, the labor camp 
would suddenly grow quiet. “A night like that interspersed with the squealing of young bats and the distant howling of 
dogs would leave me utterly unnerved and filled with a vague, mounting dread.”28 

The young housewife had little more friendly regard for West Indians she observed in the daylight. That first day in the 
Chinese shop, two West Indian women in “ragged dirty dresses” came to her assistance. Speaking Spanish as well as 
English, they helped her communicate with the Chinese merchant. To make sense of these women, Van Hardeveld drew 
upon her readings of the great poet of imperialism Rudyard Kipling. With their hair in a “stiff fuzzy brush,” the West 
Indians reminded her of Kipling’s poem about the Fuzzy-Wuzzy tribe, and throughout her stay she would refer to West 
Indians by that title. Van Hardeveld unaccountably found herself despising a Panamanian woman who ran a cantina near 
her home: “She reminded me of a fat spider waiting for someone to devour. She often smiled and nodded at me in a 
friendly way, but | hated her.”+2 

The Van Hardevelds could not build themselves a comfortable home without assistance from West Indians, no matter 
how odd, uncivilized, or unreliable they perceived them to be. The family was able to move out of their bat-infested 
home and into a more agreeable one, but not until a group of West Indians finished fixing the roof on the latter dwelling. 
The job took forever, according to the Van Hardevelds, because West Indians lacked the work ethic of ambitious 
Americans. When Rose Van Hardeveld got a West Indian to help her in the house, she perceived the girl, named Miriam, 
as another burden to shoulder. A St. Lucian who had lived for some years on the isthmus, Miriam seemed to require 
constant supervision, which drained Van Hardeveld. She and her servant had very different ways of doing basic household 
tasks, and Miriam would not easily adopt her mistress’s approach. Although the historical record provides no hints as to 
how Miriam perceived the situation, one can imagine that she not only had her own perspective on the white Americans 
rapidly moving into the new family houses of the Zone but found ways of asserting her ideas and preferred practices. Van 
Hardeveld’s dependence on Miriam’s labor and her vulnerability amid the difficulties of tropical housekeeping limited her 
ability to assert authority over her servant. As in the United States, in the Canal Zone private households as places of work 
and supervision generated conflicts that were not easily resolved.22 

Van Hardeveld brightened at the sight of a beautiful sunset or a viewing of Culebra Cut, both of which served as 
reminders of the grand patriotic adventure in which she and her husband were engaged. Yet in the early days conditions 
were so difficult, her life so lonely and isolated, respite and recreation so rare, that often her discomfort gave way to 
bouts of what she called hysteria. Her worst moment came when Sister caught malaria and the doctor feared they would 
need to move her to the hospital in Ancon. Van Hardeveld tried to give her daughter quinine, but the girl could not keep it 
down. In desperation one night she left the house with her other daughter and walked to the nearby creek, where she 
“gave way to old-fashioned screaming hysterics. . . . Poor little Janey clung to me, her frightened eyes searching mine for 
the cause of such carryings on.” Giving vent to her feelings seemed to help, and she returned home stronger and calmer. 
She realized to her surprise that relief could come from wailing and, when she recalled this moment later, for once did 
not refer to West Indians as “Fuzzy-Wuzzies”: “Though for me, such yielding to hysteria was a matter for private shame, 
never to be regarded as an accepted social custom, | could concede to the black people whatever gratification they might 


find in that way.”21 

During these early days on the isthmus, Van Hardeveld confronted her fears that life in the tropics would require a decline 
into disorder and chaos, a forgetting of civilized ways. She passed the home of a woman who was obviously American and 
yet had taut yellow skin; the woman’s children ran about with distended abdomens and knobby knees. “Oh, dear! | 
thought, as | looked at my round-cheeked rosy babies. | wonder how long it will be until we look like that?”Attending a 
party filled with West Indians and Panamanians, at which she was the only white woman, Van Hardeveld worried that 
“living among this hodge-podge of humanity whose ideas and customs were so different and unfamiliar” would be 
harmful, especially to her children.22 She felt particularly concerned on this occasion about the “vulgar and suggestive” 
dancing of the women. She thought to herself: “Here is where influence makes history, and as far as in me lies my 
influence shall be for home and decency.”22 

Nonetheless, slowly, painstakingly, Van Hardeveld seemed to relax amid the exotic culture of the isthmus as she realized 
that she and other Americans were succeeding in domesticating their environment. The dry season arrived and made all 
of life easier. As Gorgas curbed the incidence of yellow fever and malaria, Van Hardeveld heard less wailing in the labor 
camp. She found servants she felt were more suitable, Jamaicans who had been trained by the British and who therefore, 
she believed, understood civilized ways. And as life improved, Van Hardeveld found her reactions to unusual customs on 
the isthmus changing: “Where before | had been concerned with the need to re-establish our American way of life here in 
this foreign land, | now found delight in its very foreignness.” She began to learn lessons and even find inspiration from 
the women of color on the isthmus, although she still saw them as exotic beings and identified them with the natural 
world around her. Van Hardeveld began to enjoy exploring the jungle, finding her “spirits soaring skyward” one day as she 
followed the trail more deeply into the wilderness. She crossed a stream, and the trail began heading uphill. “Suddenly as 
though she had dropped from the treetops, a woman was in the path just ahead.” They smiled at each other. Van 
Hardeveld described the native woman as lovely and slender with brown skin. The woman gestured to Van Hardeveld to 
follow and led her to a small hut. “‘A good chance to see how my brown sister keeps house,’ thought |.” The woman 
showed her around and offered her water and cacao seeds. Van Hardeveld returned home feeling her “communion with 
nature” had refreshed and enriched her.24 

The holidays provided her with a chance to show off her homemaking skills and to share her family’s domestic life with 
bachelor Zone workers. She invited all the “unattached white men” to join them for Christmas dinner. The commissary at 
Empire stocked obvious Christmas fixings like cranberries and canned mincemeat. Since her dinner would include several 
doctors from the hospital, Van Hardeveld arranged for the giant stuffed turkey to be cooked in the huge ovens of the 
hospital. She had worried that her daughters wouldn’t experience a true Christmas, for she had managed to buy little for 
them as gifts. But each of the men brought a gift for her girls, and soon the house was filled with ivory napkin rings and an 
array of dolls. The Van Hardevelds used boards and boxes to create a table large enough for all, and while they had little 
silver or linen and not nearly enough dishes, yet “there was American food, and how these fellows did eat!” 

As Van Hardeveld and her servants ran up and down the hill to the hospital to get extra dishes and supplies, the male 
guests played with her children. “Some of them got down on the floor and helped with naming and putting to bed of all 
the new babies. Home-hungry and heart-hungry men they were.” Then they sat down to a delicious dinner, and the table 
was “uproarious with talk and laughter. Nobody talked of the work. They just talked and laughed and ate. The day was 
glorious, bright and sunny and not too hot because of a delightful breeze that blew onto the veranda. The white blossoms 
from our lime tree sent waves of sweet perfume through the house.”22 

Yet even in this moment of domestic triumph, the anxieties of empire did not disappear. Van Hardeveld had hoped to 
decorate the table with bananas from their own trees, for that “would be something to write about to the folks in 
western Nebraska.” But they found the tree bare of bananas and assumed their servants had come and stolen them 
during the night. As the family and a few guests sat on the porch after dinner, watching as nighttime fell, they heard a 
commotion and saw a group of “dusky” figures headed up the hill toward their home. They wondered what the group had 
come to steal. Seeing the men carrying sticks and pipes, they began to suspect impending violence. As Van Hardeveld 
considered what she should do, suddenly the group of men clustered together and began singing Christmas carols to her 
family. Using the sticks and pipes as instruments, the West Indians burst into “Silent Night” and “God Rest Ye, Merry 
Gentlemen.” Van Hardeveld was touched and relieved. Yet she could hardly bear the flat tones of their singing. Her 
husband bounced down the stairs, thanked the carolers, and handed out coins before ushering them away. While the fine 
Christmas dinner allowed Van Hardeveld to feel they had transplanted America to the isthmus and created a home for 
bachelor friends, the carolers helped her remember that “we were still in the tropics after all.”2° 

Rose Van Hardeveld was one of the first white American women to arrive in the Canal Zone, so the conditions she faced 
were undoubtedly rougher than for many who followed. Yet those who came later shared important aspects of her 
experiences. Elizabeth Parker, the young woman who came to the Canal Zone to marry her fiancé, Charlie, was even more 
dependent on her servants—perhaps because she was a newlywed. A West Indian boy appeared early that first full day 
on the isthmus to take Elizabeth’s grocery orders. Her husband had also hired a girl named Sarah who arrived with her 
hair neatly braided into many tiny pigtails, wearing a starched dress and fresh white apron. Sarah showed her mistress 


how to work the iron stove in the kitchen and explained how to manage shopping and housekeeping chores in the Canal 
Zone. 

Yet like Van Hardeveld, Elizabeth Parker found that managing servants proved one of her greatest trials. Sarah couldn’t 
cook, she used Parker’s best Irish linen napkins as cleaning cloths, and she ruined a silver coffeepot Parker had received as 
a wedding gift. When Parker struggled to throw an elegant dinner party for her husband’s boss, Jackson Smith, she hired 
Sarah’s five-year-old brother as a butler, and the boy spilled a tray of martinis over her guests. That same evening Sarah, 
who could not read, served fish that had been cooked in cleaning rather than vegetable oil. Sarah never returned to work 
after that incident, and when Parker sought to replace her, she found it difficult. Next came a series of servants who 
lasted only a few days.*4 

Parker commiserated with a neighbor about what she called her “Battle of the Maids and Houseboys.” The neighbor 
declared, regarding her own struggles with West Indian maids, “They seem so stupid, but when | tried to do without one, | 
decided they weren’t so dumb after all. We have to realize they’ve never seen the inside of a civilized home before. 
They’ve always cooked on charcoal braziers, washed their clothes in the river, and used gourds for dishes.” Parker 
struggled along, and when she found a servant she deemed competent, the isthmus at last became a home for her and 
her husband. Julius had migrated from British Guiana, where he had been trained by a British family. He was an excellent 
cook, and he worked energetically and eagerly. Julius became a regular part of their household until finally, years later, he 
achieved his dream and moved to the United States.78 

Parker worked hard to conquer the challenges of tropical housekeeping. One day, after indulging in self-pity as she 
struggled to start a fire without help from a servant, she began scolding herself: “What did | think | was—a Dresden 
figurine to be put up on a shelf? No, | was a housewife! A housewife with a college degree and, while the degree wasn’t in 
domestic science, | was supposed to have a trained mind.” While many a wife grew disgusted with conditions and fled 
home to the United States, Parker remained entertained by the challenges, she told her friends, even if she complained 
privately to her husband. She also relied heavily on other white American housewives for companionship and advice, just 
as Van Hardeveld had. Her friends showed her how to develop a standing order for the commissary so she’d receive a 
different meat each day, how to keep tinned food and butter in the house at all times in case her commissary order didn’t 
come through or her husband unexpectedly brought company home for dinner, and how to make meat go far if she 
didn’t have enough—or if necessary buy some fish from the Martinican vendor who came regularly by her home.?2 
Parker learned to keep sugar in the icebox and put table legs in oil, and if ants were on the cake when company came, she 
would calmly tap the dish and allow the ants to run away before serving a slice.22 

Gradually, more American women moved to the Zone. By 1909 they had created a larger social network and encouraged 
the government to find ways of making their lives more comfortable. Commissaries began by selling a greater diversity of 
goods, catering more successfully to women with hand-embroidered petticoats, fine linens, fancy dishes, fabric, and hats. 
It was said that buying such items became a preoccupation for some women, who would set them aside to take home to 
the United States, thereby accumulating fine goods that might have taken a lifetime to afford back home.*! As the 
commissaries became more pleasant, they became a central rendezvous point for housewives eager to see their friends. 
A traveler visiting the commissary watched “the numerous young matrons with delightful babies and small children, all in 
pretty summer afternoon array, who made their purchases and then remained to chat with friends, or strolled around the 
neighborhood, waiting probably for the train which would bring the husbands and fathers home from their work.”22 
Those babies and small children provided perhaps the surest evidence that “civilization” had arrived in the Zone. By 1912, 
as the population of the Zone grew, the maternity wards at Ancon and Colon hospitals filled up, and young mothers met 
to compare notes on formulas and remedies for teething pain. That year the ICC census listed the number of white 
children under six years of age living in the Canal Zone who had been born in ICC hospitals at more than thirteen 
hundred.23 

By the end of the construction period in 1914, an active social life beckoned to American families in the Canal Zone. The 
government organized dances every Saturday night at the Hotel Tivoli. Residents of the Zone as well as visitors, whether 
ordinary tourists or congressional delegations, typically donned their finest garments to attend. The dances quickly 
became a central part of the Zone’s social scene. Churches, including Catholic, Episcopal, and Protestant ones, were active 
and well attended. The YMCA clubhouses, though they offered membership only to men, established weekly open hours 
when women might attend. Women and men created literary clubs and musical societies. The ICC arranged for musical 
groups, theater companies, lecturers, and minstrel shows to visit the Zone. As each town organized baseball teams, 
games became common events, and women were encouraged to attend. Invariably, a group of women in white summery 
dresses could be seen at games, cheering on their team. Families took occasional excursions to tourist spots like Taboga 
Island and visited the canal construction sites regularly—in part to inculcate in children the patriotic virtues of the 
project.34 

Recreation had been one of Gertrude Beeks’s top concerns when she visited the Canal Zone in 1907. She believed that 
the scarcity of recreation, particularly on Sundays, was harmful to the men, women, and children of the Zone. Many of 
her suggestions, such as her idea that the government might build an amusement park modeled on Coney Island, were 


ignored. But government officials seem to have taken to heart her critique that American housewives in the Zone were 
suffering from isolation, monotony, and boredom. To address this, Beeks urged the government to send an organizer 
from the General Federation of Women’s Clubs to create a system of clubs throughout the Zone, and Secretary of War 
Taft readily acted upon her suggestion.22 

Beeks chose her good friend Helen Varick Boswell to organize the women’s clubs. Born in 1869 in Baltimore, Boswell 
received a law degree in 1902, a rare achievement for a woman in those days. By 1907 she had gained extensive 
experience as an organizer for the Republican Party, especially in the state of New York. She was also an active member 
of the Welfare Department of the National Civic Federation, the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the General 
Federation of Women’s Clubs.22 She would spend nearly a month in the Canal Zone, arriving in September 1907, her 
expenses and salary paid by the ICC. Rheta Childe Dorr, writing in What Eight Million Women Want in 1910, described 
Boswell’s mission in the following way: “The United States Government asked the co-operation of the women’s clubs to 
save the precarious Panama situation. At a moment when social discontent threatened literally to stop the building of the 
canal, the Department of Commerce and Labor employed Miss Helen Varick Boswell, of New York, to go to the Isthmus 
and organize the wives and daughters of Government employees into clubs. The Department knew that the clubs, once 
organized, would do the rest. Nor was it disappointed.”22 As Dorr’s comments suggest, the creation of women’s clubs 
became another opportunity to celebrate American housewives’ contributions to improving the Zone’s social 
environment and thereby assist in the canal’s construction. 

Once she arrived in the Zone, Boswell outlined to interested women how a network of clubs might benefit them. It would 
bring women together, promote social feeling among them, make it possible for them to play a role in municipal 
government, and provide classes in subjects like Spanish and home economics. She noted that women were already 
proving a major positive influence in the Zone. And so she began organizing. Largely retracing Beeks’s steps across the 
isthmus, she found some women anxious for the clubs to succeed. Yet she also encountered obstacles, including a 
significant elitism among officials’ wives. The club movement sought, among other things, to bring women of different 
class backgrounds together, to unite in one organization wives of steam-shovel men and wives of leading officials. But 
Boswell found that the more respectable wives had no desire to unite with their working-class counterparts. She 
observed to Beeks, “There is rather more snobbishness here than elsewhere,” and she worked overtime to convince 
prestigious women like Mrs. Gorgas and Mrs. Goethals to become involved. When finally the latter signed on as president 
of the federation, other officials’ wives decided to participate. By early October 1907, when she departed for the United 
States, Boswell reported that she had established clubs in Culebra, Empire, Gorgona, Cristobal, Gatun, Ancon, and Pedro 
Miguel, and in a few smaller towns. Nonetheless, like its counterpart in the United States, the club movement of the 
Canal Zone remained predominantly a world of middle- and upper-middle-class white women. In the years to come, club 
leaders would continue to exhort members not to exclude working-class wives.22 

The clubs organized a diverse array of entertainments, lectures, and philanthropic activities intended to re-create in the 
Canal Zone the culture and holiday rituals of the United States. In 1907 the Empire club organized a “barn party” for 
Halloween, supplying apples, corn, doughnuts, Chinese lanterns, a fortune-teller, and a Blarney Stone. The event ended 
with square dancing and a confetti frolic and was popular and well attended. That same year clubs across the Zone 
organized the “merriest” Christmas celebrations since the American occupation had begun. In Cristobal on Christmas Eve, 
for example, five hundred American canal employees and their families came to see fancy decorations, including a tree 
brought all the way from the United States. Santa Claus showed up with presents for every child. Afterward the guests 
enjoyed popcorn, candy, nuts, and orangeade while they listened to tunes played by the Canal Zone band. The clubs 
seemed to search even for small holidays to celebrate, as when the Culebra club held a “colonial tea” to celebrate the 
Battle of Lexington. The highlight occurred when Miss Eleanor Coolidge recited “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.”22 The 
various celebrations helped Americans feel connected to an “imagined community,” one generated by their notions of 
culture “back home” but simultaneously recreated to meet the new conditions of life thousands of miles away on the 
Isthmus of Panama.—2 

Clubs presented regular lectures for the enlightenment of members, on topics ranging from horticulture and homemaking 
challenges (such as the elimination of insects) to the sociology of community development and the culture of Japan. 
Members visited hospitals to cheer up recovering male patients and attended classes to study Spanish or literary topics 
(one club tackled the plays of Shakespeare, for example). Back home, charitable work among the poor and efforts to 
achieve reform became a focus for many clubs, but in the Canal Zone white women focused virtually no attention on 
improving the lives of West Indians or southern Europeans because they felt their actions might be seen as a critique of 
the U.S. government.*t Unsurprisingly, given that government officials had initiated it, the women’s club movement 
focused much energy on serving as a cultural ambassador and all-around booster of the U.S. government’s work on the 
isthmus. Its goals included projecting a positive image for the benefit of Americans at home as well as foreigners abroad. 
The clubs throughout the isthmus agreed, according to one report, that “women should unite in fostering favorable 
instead of adverse criticism of conditions in the Zone.”*4 The Canal Zone’s women’s club movement lasted only six years; 
in 1913 it was disbanded as the canal neared completion. During that time club members contributed to publicizing the 


role of U.S. women as a visible and honored part of the canal construction project and meanwhile helped the isthmus feel 
more like “home.” 

RESPECTABILITY, DIVORCE, AND DESERTION 
While white American women struggled to civilize the Zone, there remained domestic and community problems they 
could neither contain nor resolve. Tensions emerged within and among the American communities in the Zone, along the 
pleasant tree-lined streets that provided a home to white gold workers and their wives. Notions of respectability and 
civilized behavior often clashed against a rougher, more raucous approach to life, resulting in frequent conflicts and 
disagreements among white American married couples. 
To save money, the government constructed many of its married quarters in buildings that held four apartments. Single- 
dwelling quarters existed, but they were difficult to come by. Gertrude Beeks had criticized the four-unit buildings, noting 
how desperately families preferred the privacy of a home all to themselves. As Beeks put it, “There are so many different 
types and nationalities concerned. It is difficult to find four congenial families in that heterogeneous population.”“2 
Beeks’s critique is borne out by complaints that residents made to Goethals regarding their neighbors and that open a 
window for us into the lives of ordinary residents of the Canal Zone. Although the conflicts were sometimes dismissed by 
Goethals or his investigator as mere “women’s disagreements,” typically they were in fact infused with distinctions of 
class or race and issues of respectability. One ongoing battle involved a Mrs. Tucker and a Mrs. Sessions, who lived across 
the street from each other and disliked one another so intensely that neighbors felt compelled to side with one or the 
other. Mrs. Sessions complained to Goethals that whenever she went out on her porch, Mrs. Tucker would imitate her 
actions. One day, as Mrs. Sessions returned from the town of Empire, Mrs. Tucker could be heard remarking, “The swells 
have arrived. ... Yes, I’m an old rubber neck, | came near missing seeing the swells come home this time, but | will be 
sure to be on the look out for them next time.” 
The complaints seemed to Goethals to require investigation, so he sent his diligent assistant T. B. Miskimon to interview 
the women involved. Mrs. Tucker responded that the cutting remarks had begun with Mrs. Sessions, who had 
commented, “The very next time that old cat looks at me, | am going to ask her how | look.” In the end, Miskimon 
summed up the conflict as one involving class differences. Mrs. Sessions had recently moved into the neighborhood and 
treated Mrs. Tucker haughtily and arrogantly. She had begun with cutting comments and had a “more refined way” of 
getting under Mrs. Tucker’s skin. “Mrs. Tucker seeing she cannot meet her at that game goes after her on more personal 
and direct ways.” Miskimon recommended that Goethals either move Mrs. Sessions to another neighborhood or wait 
until she left for the United States, a trip she planned to make fairly soon. 
Many residents expressed concern that unruly neighbors would undermine the respectable standards of their 
community. Goethals often received complaints about people who used bad language, walked on their porch dressed in 
pajamas, failed to keep their homes clean, drank alcohol, or possessed noisy dogs or children. In one four-unit building, 
three families united to complain about the Atkins family, which included seven children under the age of fourteen. The 
children “kept up a regular bedlam both day and night,” racing a wagon over the upstairs floor at all hours (to the dismay 
of their downstairs neighbors), stealing kindling and coal from those who lived next door, and tearing clothes off the line. 
But in this case as in many others, such minor concerns accompanied more serious ones. Although none of the families 
complained to Goethals about domestic violence in the Atkins household, the investigator learned that the father 
regularly punished his children by locking them in a closet or beating them, and neighbors heard their moans and cries. 
Miskimon proposed that Goethals move the family to a different neighborhood and, hopefully, to a single-dwelling home 
so that neighbors would not be forced to listen to the verbal and physical battles. 
Neighbors who observed or overheard fighting between husband and wife, or between parents and children, routinely 
asked Goethals to intervene. Neighbors complained when a Mr. Baker cursed at his wife and allegedly choked her. 
Miskimon interviewed the husband and wife together, and the wife admitted that her husband had a bad temper and 
that he regularly cursed at her: “I do wish he would quit swearing; | don’t like for him to call me a ‘MUTT’; a mutt is a dog, 
and | don’t like to be called that.” Her husband interrupted her and demanded, “Well, for God’s sake, tell them | didn’t 
choke you.” Miskimon then asked Baker about neighbors’ complaints that his dog barked too much. His notes of the 
interview concluded: “Mrs. Baker interrupted at this point, and commenced telling the story of her life.” Mr. Baker grew 
impatient, jumped up, and left the room, shouting as he went, “My God! Shut up! | want a drink.” This brought an end to 
the interview. After Miskimon left, fighting commenced at the Baker household, and neighbors called the police. 
Miskimon suggested to Goethals that he inform Baker he would lose his job unless the “disorder” in his home ceased 
immediately.*® 
When a woman in the Zone experienced conflict with or violence from a husband or boyfriend, she—or, more commonly, 
a neighbor who overheard worrisome noises—might seek help from the police or Goethals. Goethals devoted some 
energy to assessing complaints of domestic violence, but the ICC included no trained social workers, and Goethals’s 
solutions were limited—most often a reprimand or moving the offending party to a different location. In one case an 
electrician named Louland allegedly acted violently toward his wife, and the police visited his house. Later that day the 
electrician contemplated who might have called the police on him, and someone overheard him concluding that it must 


have been a neighbor: “It was Mrs. Dawson or Mrs. Tew, the bitches.” Goethals ordered Louland investigated for his bad 
language, not for abusing his wife. In an interview Louland admitted having said, “If some of these old women bitches 
would keep out of what doesn’t concern them, the place would be worth living in.” Miskimon concluded that Louland was 
a good man, not quarrelsome, not a steady drinker, and thus he should not be reprimanded for his bad language or asked 
to leave: “He, no doubt, uses talk at times which is more or less rough, but this is due to the bossing of men to a certain 
degree, and is indulged in by the majority of the people on this street.”44 

Some residents were perceived by officials and other members of the community as disorderly in part because of their 
race. Miskimon classified one family in Culebra as white Jamaicans, by which he meant, he said, people known to be 
white but having “negro blood in their veins.” They disturbed the peace, several neighbors testified, by staggering about 
drunk and cursing each other. Miskimon recommended they be evicted from ICC housing. In another case two women 
took it upon themselves to police the racial boundaries of their neighborhood. They complained to Goethals that a 
locomotive engineer living near them should not have access to married housing because his wife was not a “pure 
Caucasian.” Miskimon explained to Goethals that she was from Ecuador. The complainants admitted they had seen no 
immoral or inappropriate behavior by anyone in the house. They felt worried, however, because the husband was leaving 
for the United States and his wife’s sister was going to visit her in the meantime. The complaining women, Miskimon 
noted, “seem to fear that wrongful practices may be indulged in during his absence, although they admit they have not 
seen anything in the conduct of the wife to warrant such a presumption.” Miskimon informed the women they were 
encouraged to report any inappropriate behavior but that he could do nothing about the fact that an Ecuadorian lived in 
married quarters.*® 

As white American housewives struggled to improve their own and their families’ living conditions, they often saw the 
Isthmian Canal Commission’s policies as a barrier to building a respectable and civilized environment, and they pushed 
government officials to make improvements. Women quarreled with officials over the size and location of quarters given 
to them, the amount and condition of furniture, the goods available to them at the commissaries, and the quality of meat 
and produce. Even after managers listened to early complaints and began carrying a wider array of consumer items, 
commissaries continued to be a source of discontent. Terribly long lines and insufficient help meant a trip there lasted 
forever. The time spent waiting was especially long after the workday had ended, when ICC employees rushed in. Then a 
large crowd of people, from West Indian laborers to white American officials, would stand in line with only two or three 
clerks to assist them. Women complained of receiving bad food and not bothering to return it because such a trip would 
require too much time. They also complained about exorbitant prices, and some sought to purchase food from other 
sources as a result, perhaps traveling into Panama or visiting Chinese shops.*2 

Then there was the sensitive issue of fair treatment. An incident at the commissary in the town of Empire reveals that a 
manager considered unfair by female customers might face an avalanche of criticism. One August morning in 1910 a 
housewife named Mrs. Bowers visited the Empire commissary and ordered, among other items, some celery and plums. 
The clerk told her they had no more of either. Later, however, standing on her porch and watching as other housewives 
returned from the commissary, Mrs. Bowers noticed women who had been behind her in line carrying the coveted celery 
and plums. She returned to the commissary and complained to Mr. Jensen, the manager. He informed her (rather loudly 
and sarcastically, she believed) that there had been no celery and plums available. She asked, “Do you mean to call me a 
liar?” The manager responded, “I don’t care what | call you.” Mrs. Bowers retorted, “Do you know what | think of 
you—you are a dirty cur!” Mr. Jensen replied, “I’d hate to tell you what | think you are—send a man down here and I'll 
tell him.” 

Jensen’s comment was unforgivable in the eyes of Mrs. Bowers. Even Goethals’s investigator seemed shocked by the 
exchange, and he confided to his boss that all of Empire was agitated over the incident. He interviewed many women and 
found that Mrs. Bowers’s story was essentially correct. Women made other charges as well, including allegations of 
receiving spoiled food or of being treated rudely by Jensen. One woman, Mrs. Rose of Empire, related how she bought a 
chicken from Jensen’s commissary that, she discovered later, was small and rotten on one side. She returned the chicken 
and asked for a bigger one. Jensen said it wasn’t his fault the chicken hadn’t been fattened properly, and he refused to 
take it back. Mrs. Rose angrily told him to keep the chicken: “He threw it under the counter and said he would have it 
fattened for me.” Several times since, she had been to the commissary, and Jensen would simply say that he was still 
fattening the chicken. She wondered aloud to her interviewer: “Now who could fatten a dead chicken?” Mrs. Rose 
believed that Jensen showed favoritism: “You can’t get nothing unless he loves you—those he loves gets what they want 
and those he don’t don’t get anything—WELL | don’t want him to love me.” Miskimon concluded that although Jensen’s 
commissary was one of the cleanest and most efficiently run, due to his unpopularity with housewives he should be 
transferred to another town. In this case housewives generated a change for the better in their basic work of 
consumption. Since shopping for the family was at the center of their labor, eliminating an unfair commissary manager 
was an important victory.72 

Some wives of American canal workers struggled with a different sort of hardship. Men working in the Zone tried to 
convince their wives or sweethearts to come along, as we have seen, and often they succeeded. But many women 


insisted on remaining at their homes in the United States. Daunted by the idea of homemaking in the wild tropics, 
worried about stories they’d heard of disease, insects, and snakes, or perhaps simply unwilling to leave their familiar 
home, many women refused to join their husbands in the Canal Zone. Yet canal workers continued to pressure reluctant 
wives to come. When wives refused, their husbands often sued for divorce—usually on grounds of desertion—so they 
would be free to find a wife in the Canal Zone, perhaps marrying a single female working as a stenographer or nurse, or 
the daughter of another canal worker, or venturing into Panama City in search of a partner. Divorce cases in the judicial 
records of the Canal Zone shed light on the ways America’s new expansionist role in the world shaped even the most 
intimate aspects of a married couple’s relationship. 

Madeline and Brady Owen, for example, had been married in Fort Smith, Arkansas, where Brady worked as a railroad 
conductor, and the couple faced a difficult choice years later when he decided to take a job working on the canal. He 
moved to the town of Pedro Miguel and began working as a conductor foreman. Madeline meanwhile moved with their 
two teenage children, Genevieve and Gilbert, to Kansas City. In 1907, Brady requested married quarters, and after a few 
months the government notified him that a house would soon be ready for him and his family. Already by this point Brady 
had once been assigned married quarters but was forced to forfeit them when his wife did not arrive on the isthmus. This 
time he informed her sternly that she was to come, with their children, two weeks after his letter to her arrived. 

Brady’s letter sent Madeline into a panic. She had struggled while he was away, working overtime to raise their children 
and find a source of income to supplement the money Brady sent. She worked temporarily as a stenographer in Kansas 
City but found it too difficult to continue. Instead, her seventeen-year-old daughter, who had attended a vocational 
school, took a job with the Kansas City Journal. With that income and some money from Brady, Madeline struggled to 
equip their small apartment with nice things and provide a pleasant home for the children. Yet the stresses began to 
show. Fifteen-year-old Gilbert began skipping school. Finally, he missed so often he had to appear before the juvenile 
court for truancy, which greatly concerned his mother. 

Letters she wrote suggest that Madeline loved and missed her husband dearly, and yet she found it impossible to 
contemplate leaving Kansas City for Panama. She reminded him of promises he had made to her when they talked one 
night in their front room: “You said, emphatically, that you would do nothing more until you had a positive assertion 
from me that | was ready and willing to go... and what have you done with your usual impulsiveness.” She worried 
about whether the schools would be good enough, and she felt nervous about dragging the children all around the globe. 
She could not forgive her husband for acting recklessly and refusing her time to arrange their affairs. But most of all she 
simply couldn’t imagine herself in Panama. Her husband’s note had left her feeling “an utter wreck.” She wanted the 
family to be together, building a home, and, she wrote, “I would like the trip to Panama above all things—but | am 
horribly afraid of myself—you know my temperament and how places affect me and | am afraid after the novelty wore off 
that | would want to leave so badly that nothing could hold me there—these are my misgivings—perhaps you had them 
before you went down there.” 

Thus, while Madeline declared that she hated to inflict the humiliation on Brady of having to turn down the government 
married quarters a second time, she felt she had no choice. She simply couldn’t arrange her affairs in order to go, and 
certainly not in a mere two weeks: “If | were a man—and alone—| might manage it that way.” But she was not, and she 
could not. Angry at this turn of events, Brady sued Madeline for divorce on the grounds that by refusing to travel to the 
Canal Zone, she had effectively deserted him. He charged that she was duty-bound to come and live with him and that 
she refused to do so for no reasonable cause whatsoever. When Brady produced Madeline’s letters documenting her 
unwillingness to travel to Panama, the court decided in his favor: divorce was granted to him on grounds of desertion.2+ 
Women confronting divorce suits often testified to the financial and emotional difficulties their husbands’ absence had 
bestowed upon them. One can imagine the heartache faced by a married couple when the husband chose to take a job 
on the isthmus. Separation meant the wife became a single mother, sometimes for years at a time, raising children on her 
own and struggling to make some income to supplement the wages her husband sent home. Despite the relatively high 
wages canal workers earned, women often complained that men sent money home only irregularly, or that too little was 
in the envelope when it did arrive. Minnie Lyons of Elmira, New York, for example, testified she had received only $30 
from her husband during the four years he’d been working on the canal. Her husband, Willis, undoubtedly expressed the 
views of many canal workers when he insisted she come and declared, “I have always contended that it is the husband’s 
place to select the home site, build the house, and say when, and where, his family should live. It is very natural for a man 
to select a home in a place where it will be pleasant, and where his family will have good advantages, and where he will 
be able to do the best, and where he can secure his best choice of work.”24 

The case of Cora Gray of Toledo suggested the personal as well as financial toll a husband’s absence might take. Living as 
a single mother with two children and receiving little income from her husband, Jack, pushed her to the limits. To make a 
living, she went into the rooming-house business, scrubbing and cooking for boarders. She managed to rent a house with 
seven rooms and rented out four of them. Still she felt herself living on the very edge, unable to save any money. Her 
children, aged nine and fourteen, needed so many things: “The children are so big now it takes so much for clothes and 
they eat like pigs Clifton is so fat and so is Nellie they are both of them well.” Her letters to her husband were 


interspersed with comments about her exhaustion, her need to stop writing and go wash clothes or scrub floors. Like 
many working-class women in the United States, she had taken in boarders to supplement her small income, but this 
caused her more work and physical strain. A bad fall two years earlier seems to have sapped her strength for good. 
Meanwhile, for comfort on the most personal level, Cora had found other male friends. She told Jack about all of it, 
noting that he himself had said he doubted they would live together again and so she needed to find friends. “Now Jack,” 
she wrote, “| am not trying to lie to you or keep anything from you. | have all ways went and had a good time but in a 
respectible way. And just as soon as you say you forgive me and are coming home to live with me then | will cut all out my 
friend and live as a wife should.” The children never saw anything, she insisted. Her friends visited only in the afternoon. 
One of her male friends began to scare her, never leaving her alone. She continued seeing her other male friend, but she 
claimed Jack was the only man she loved and that her only true comfort remained her children: “Clifton is so much 
comfort to me now realy he seems like a man and when | feel blue or sick why | could never ask for better care and he 
says only a few more years Mamma and you won’t have to work | will take care of you... he will come and put his arms 
around my neck and kiss me and say cheer up Mamma.” Cora paid for her frank confessions to Jack. With her letters as 
evidence, Jack sued Cora for divorce on grounds of adultery. The court decided in Jack’s favor and did not require that he 
pay alimony or child support.22 
The case of Cora and Jack Gray, in which adultery emerged as the reason for granting divorce to the husband, was 
unusual. Typically, when a canal worker sued his wife in the United States for divorce, the case was decided in his favor on 
grounds that the wife had deserted him by refusing to move to the Canal Zone. A white woman in the Canal Zone might 
sue her husband for divorce on grounds of abandonment, cruelty, or violence, but such cases were quite rare. In citing 
desertion as the grounds, the men of the Canal Zone were in well-established legal territory, odd as it might seem to us 
that a woman unwilling to move thousands of miles to a construction camp would be construed as having deserted her 
husband. In much of the United States, a woman’s refusal to reside with her husband had historically constituted 
desertion. During the early twentieth century, divorce rates were unusually high in the U.S. West, where migrating 
settlers often confronted wives who refused to go with them. Divorce on grounds of desertion therefore seems to have 
gone hand in hand with American expansionism both domestically and abroad.>4 

“HER SKIN WAS HERS TO DO WITH AS SHE PLEASED” 
While white women’s role as homemakers on the isthmus during the construction era has been mythologized, the 
experiences of their West Indian counterparts have largely been forgotten. The scarcity of written records makes it 
difficult to uncover the thoughts and lives of West Indians in the Canal Zone, but it’s even more challenging to retrace the 
particular experiences of West Indian women. They emerge from the past as the most invisible, the most forgotten. 
When they appear in the historical record, most often it’s as the objects of other people’s fears and anxieties, the wailing 
women who frightened Rose Van Hardeveld, the seemingly careless or thieving servant girls who annoyed Elizabeth 
Parker.2= 
Like men from the islands of the Caribbean, West Indian women boarded ships for Panama in large numbers during the 
early twentieth century. And as in the case of West Indian men, mobility was central to their lives. They might head first 
to Panama in search of jobs, to join menfolk, or both, but often they headed onward from Panama to plantations in Costa 
Rica or Colombia, in search of better living conditions. Changing their names, their jobs, or the location of their homes 
provided them with some control over their lives. Similarly to West Indian men and white housewives from the United 
States, West Indian women often fell beyond the gaze of ICC officials. Unless their actions seemed potentially threatening 
to labor productivity, they could often move in a less controlled space. The private households in which most worked as 
domestic servants offered wide latitude for negotiations and for working in the way they wanted, in part because the 
housewife supervising them typically knew less than they did about the Isthmus of Panama and effective ways of keeping 
house there. White American housewives’ vulnerability and lack of knowledge surely empowered many West Indian 
domestic servants. Likewise, their relative independence from ICC regulations does not mean they failed to seek ways of 
shaping government policies for their own benefit.2° 
At the beginning of the U.S. construction period, in 1904 and 1905, as men began to take leave of their families across 
islands like Barbados, Jamaica, St. Lucia, and Antigua, some women asked their men not to go. Others set themselves to 
making do without their men around, just as many of their counterparts in the United States did. After the first year or 
two, however, many women began making the trip to the Canal Zone. Most went to join husbands, lovers, and fathers, 
wanting to reunite their families and provide support to their men working at extremely dangerous jobs amid potentially 
fatal diseases. And more than a few women traveled on their own, some even binding their breasts, according to the oral 
traditions of West Indians, so they might pass as men to win an ICC contract and board a steamer for Panama. Such 
women setting off on their own probably thought much like West Indian men had, wanting to make money, see the world 
beyond Barbados or St. Lucia, and find adventure. Others were simply single mothers desperate to feed their children.22 
Adina Richards of Holder’s Hill in the parish of St. James, Barbados, remembered years later how her mother departed for 
Panama when Adina was only three years old. Adina’s father, a skilled mason, had died just weeks before she was born. 
With money difficult to come by in Barbados, and Adina’s mother undoubtedly hearing stories about the riches to be 


made in Panama, the steamers heading for the isthmus must have beckoned as the right solution. So off she went, leaving 
her children in the care of their godmother. Three years later, Adina and her brother journeyed with their godmother to 
Panama to join their mother, who was now making a good living ironing clothes at an ICC laundry. She was able to 
support her young family and send a bit of money home to a sister, but most of her savings she kept in a bank in Panama. 
When she and the children returned home twelve years later, she used her Panama savings to buy an acre of land and 
thus gain a bit of independence. In 1982, when the geographer Bonham Richardson interviewed Adina about her and her 
mother’s experiences in Panama, she recalled how significantly the Panama money had shaped her life.?2 

Adina’s mother traveled on her own, but more commonly West Indian women journeyed to the Zone to meet up with 
male partners or husbands. According to the Zone census of 1912, West Indian women in the Canal Zone outnumbered 
North American women by nearly two to one. More than 6,000 women of African descent aged fifteen or older lived in 
the Canal Zone: this number includes 861 Panamanians and a few Colombians and Venezuelans, but the vast majority 
were West Indians. They were joined by more than 2,000 family members under the age of fifteen. Several thousand 
other West Indians lived in rural areas bordering the labor camps of the ICC, building dwellings on their own in order to 
win more privacy and independence from government rules, thus allowing them to grow a few vegetables and raise 
chickens. Finally, these numbers include only those who lived within the Canal Zone; thousands more West Indian men, 
women, and children made their homes in the congested ghettos of Colén and Panama City.>2 

Like their American counterparts, these women helped their menfolk survive the travails of the construction job, 
providing them with food and, as much as possible, clean and dry clothes. Unlike American housewives, West Indian 
women did all the household labor themselves, calling upon only their children or extended family for help with cooking, 
cleaning, and child rearing. By 1912 the official census listed nearly two thousand West Indian children six years old and 
under who had been born in the Canal Zone, further occupying their mothers. Many children labored, like their mothers 
did, in the households of white Americans. Children as young as five or six worked as servants, showing white American 
housewives how to light their stoves or get rid of cockroaches. Their small wages helped West Indian families who felt 
desperate not only to make ends meet but to create a pool of savings that would make their journey to the isthmus seem 
worthwhile. Photographs tell us as much about the lives of these families as any printed sources. The stagnant water near 
their dwellings and the absence of screens on the windows meant that disease, especially malaria, was a threat to women 
and children as much as to men. Women nursed husbands and lovers through illnesses and torrential rains, in wet 
seasons and dry, and comforted them when they or their co-workers were injured by one of the frequent workplace 
accidents.©2 

Like Adina’s mother, most West Indian women—between two-thirds and four-fifths of the m—worked for a wage in the 
Canal Zone or in the bordering cities of Coln and Panama to bring money into the family economy. The ICC employed 
only seventy West Indian or South American women in 1912, according to the government census. The census listed four 
thousand women who were not U.S. citizens working in the Canal Zone for independent employers, and most of these 
would have been West Indians. Of these, the vast majority, more than three thousand, worked as domestic servants. The 
remainder were listed as manufacturers, tradespeople, merchants, or agriculturalists. This accords with the memoirs and 
oral histories of West Indians. Barbadian women remembered their mothers working as laundresses, seamstresses, and 
domestic servants. They also earned money by selling fruits or other goods, running inns or restaurants, or helping clean 
up after patients in hospitals. 

The most prestigious job for a West Indian woman was teaching in the ICC schools for “colored” children. Only a handful 
of West Indian women were awarded such jobs, but they were paid very high wages and were admired figures in their 
communities across the isthmus. Work as a domestic servant in a white American family’s home was more readily 
available, and this was also a popular job since it was accompanied by suitable hours, safe and clean working conditions, 
and a sense of respectability. Work as a washerwoman could be fairly lucrative, with women able to make nearly $7 each 
week (a female silver worker with the ICC would make less than $5 per week), but it also proved fairly dangerous, as 
women typically used rivers as their washbasins.° 

While white American women were hailed as civilizers, West Indian women were either ignored or considered suspect for 
poor morals and sanitation. Some of the first West Indian women to travel to the Canal Zone found themselves in the 
unwelcome gaze of U.S. government officials. Bowing to the demands of Martinican canal workers in 1905, the U.S. 
government arranged for several hundred women to be brought to Panama from Martinique. Soon after they arrived, 
Poultney Bigelow made his famous accusation that the women had been brought to Panama by the U.S. government 
specifically to serve as prostitutes. An uproar resulted. President Roosevelt ordered an investigation, and the U.S. Senate 
interviewed everyone involved, including the Martinican women themselves.®2 

Chief engineer John Stevens conceded that he not only had ordered the women brought to Panama but also had taken 
the unusual (and never to be repeated) step of paying for their passage. He also admitted that brothels existed on the 
isthmus but denied that the Martinican women were brought for the purpose of prostitution. His labor recruiter, who had 
personally interviewed the women in Martinique before approving them for the trip, defended bringing them as 
necessary both because the Martinican men wanted their women on the isthmus with them (“The men were clamoring 


for their wives to come,” as he put it) and because of a desperate need for more domestic servants and washerwomen. 
Facing high rates of return from the isthmus to various Caribbean islands during the early months of construction, officials 
had accepted that creating a more comfortable family life for all employees, white and black, would be beneficial. As 
Charles Magoon, the governor of the Canal Zone, noted, “It is no doubt true that private contractors find it advisable, if 
not necessary, to supply their common laborers with women, and quite possible, if the practice is not permitted in the 
Zone, that it may affect the question of labor supply from the West Indies or elsewhere.” J. W. Settoon, the ICC’s labor 
agent, summarized the situation: “The agents reported that we could get a better class of blacks if they could bring their 
wives.” © 

Thus, although it is possible that Bigelow’s charges were accurate, it is much more likely the government officials were 
telling the truth. ICC officials certainly accepted the need for prostitution, but the industry was already thriving by 1905 
and 1906. Far more pressing for the U.S. government was to create a comforting family life for as many workers as 
possible. Further complicating matters, and probably inclining Americans to suspect that the Martinican women were 
immoral, was the fact that many West Indian couples lived together as common-law husband and wife. In the eyes of 
many U.S. citizens such cohabitation was itself sinful. Upon investigation, Stevens and his staff demonstrated that of the 
nearly three hundred Martinican women shipped to the Zone, approximately two hundred were married and living with 
husbands on the isthmus, fifty were living with men but unmarried, and the remainder were single women working for 
white families as domestics. “As a class these women are neat, clean, and industrious.” Only three or four of them had 
been determined to be prostitutes. The labor recruiter also noted that he had tried to make a point of bringing only 
“elderly” women of thirty to fifty years of age, believing they would make the best domestic servants. 

Members of the U.S. Senate remained concerned despite such assurances. They took the extra step of ordering the 
Martinican women to testify regarding their marital status, employment, and moral behavior while on the isthmus. More 
than 150 affidavits provided the women’s testimony. Undoubtedly bewildered at being called up in front of a government 
committee and fearful that they might be deported, many of the women cried as they were questioned. They spoke of 
wanting to be with their husbands, and they mentioned how labor recruiters promised good jobs with good wages. One 
woman, Rose Montrose, testified that she made money by washing clothes and sweeping camp quarters. She had been 
informed, she said, that she must either work or be married, or both. No single woman would be allowed to stay in 
government quarters unless she worked. Other women testified to working at jobs in the homes of white Americans or in 
hotels or running cantinas. To the chagrin of investigators, many of the women confessed they were living with men who 
were not legally their husbands. “I am not married,” one reported, “but do not lead an immoral life.” The senators clearly 
were in a quandary, believing it sinful for a woman and a man to live together without a marriage contract. They debated 
the matter and decided that the key lay in one’s intention. If a couple’s intention was to live together as a moral, married 
couple, then it might be permissible that they lacked the benefit of legal sanction. Great care was taken also to clarify the 
nature of single women’s lives. Senators heard testimony that single West Indian females lived in residences with 
watchmen and policemen keeping an eye on them. Their quarters were closed and locked at 9:30 each night. Alfred 
Erimus, the watchman responsible for their quarters, testified, “None of them leave and no one is permitted to enter 
after this hour.” 

The furor eventually quieted down. In the years to come, thousands more West Indian women made their way to the 
Canal Zone. Whether they worked as full-time housewives or as wage laborers, their days were difficult, and most leisure 
activities accessible to American women—the baseball games, open hours at the YMCA clubhouses, and women’s club 
meetings—were not available to them. They did find ways of relaxing together, however, taking walks, visiting Colén or 
Panama City, or simply socializing with neighbors and singing songs together, perhaps sharing a meal and some rum. They 
brought with them rich musical traditions from the islands. The folklorist Louise Cramer found that West Indians had 
songs for virtually any situation—work, spirituality, healing, death, bantering, dancing, social occasions, and so on. Her 
sources were men and women who had either migrated to the Canal Zone from Barbados or Jamaica at a young age or 
been born in the Canal Zone and came of age working on the canal. Together the songs provided a fascinating and often 
humorous commentary on the lives of West Indians and the dangers they faced. One popular song spoke to men’s desire 
to have a woman care for them: 


WANT ONE WOMAN 
Wan one woman like my cousin Sarah Brown 
Wan one woman like my cousin Sarah Brown 
Wan one woman like my cousin Sarah Brown 
Bayma grass wouldn’ kill mi nigga nyams 
Woi, woi, woi, woi, woi, Manuel. 
Bayma grass wouldn’ kill mi nigga nyams. 
Man go da groung da bwoil bun pan, 


Man go da groung da bwoil bun pan, 


Man go da 

Bayma grass wouldn’ kill mi nigga nyams.© 
The song suggests the importance of women in producing good food for their husbands and families. A woman would 
help weed the crops so that bad grasses (“bayma,” or Bahama grass) couldn’t kill the yams (“nyams”). “Man go da groung 
da bwoil bun pan” refers to the fact that men would cook themselves some lunch in the field near where they were 
working. As they couldn’t carry a proper pan all that distance, they would have to use an old, burned one for the job. 
Having a woman in one’s life would ease this burden as well, because she would prepare and pack a lunch for her man. 
Another song recognizes women’s potential power in their relationships with West Indian men, and the role played by 
negotiations over money and income: 


groung da bwoil bun pan. 


WOMAN A HEAVY LOAD 
Woman a heavy load, hi 
Woman a heavy load, hi 
Woman a heavy load. 
O wen Satidey mornin’ com, hi 
Wen de money no nuff, hi 
Wen de money no nuff, hi 
Wen de money no nuff, hi 
Wah dem neva go out com back. 
Wen de money nuff, hi 
Wen de money nuff, hi 
Wen de money nuff, hi 
Den dey call you honey comb, hi 
Wen de money nuff, hi 


Why dey call yo sugar stick, hi. 

The lyrics declare that if the male singer doesn’t bring enough money home on Saturday morning, his woman or wife will 
leave and not return. 

This song reflects sources of disagreement between West Indian men and women; sometimes such conflicts prompted 
men or women to seek justice from the Canal Zone courts. Contrary to American officials’ belief that West Indians 
eschewed legal marriage ceremonies, there is evidence not only that they married but that they sometimes petitioned 
the courts for divorce. The dusty judicial records also provide evidence of some women’s determination to behave as they 
wished. In 1912 a Jamaican canal laborer named Courtney Black sued his wife, Mary, for divorce. They had been married 
a couple of years earlier in the Zone town of Gatun by a Catholic priest. Now Courtney accused his wife of adultery. He 
claimed she had lain with a man named Charlie Scott; when he confronted her, she was unrepentant and instead left him 
for Charlie. Courtney’s brother testified and corroborated the basic story, saying that when he talked to Mary about her 
behavior, she retorted unapologetically that “her skin was hers to do with as she pleased.” Meanwhile, Mary Black 
produced a witness who testified she had seen Courtney with another woman. This woman had told Mary about 
Courtney’s adultery, and in the resulting fight Courtney had beaten his wife, and his paramour had abused her as well. 
Mary also complained to the court that her husband had ordered her to return home to Jamaica, saying he could not save 
money with her on the isthmus. Despite Mary’s complaints and the evidence she offered of her husband’s adultery, the 
Canal Zone courts decided in her husband’s favor, although they ordered that he pay her court costs and $10 per month 
in alimony. The court also ordered that Courtney and Mary Black not marry again so long as the other was alive.—°8 
Relatively few divorce suits involving West Indians exist in the Canal Zone court records, at least as compared with the 
number involving white Americans. There must have been significant financial, political, and psychological barriers to 
seeking divorce in the white man’s court. So those West Indians who went to the courts to sue for divorce undoubtedly 
possessed some resources and education and had perhaps gained experience navigating through the ICC officials’ world. 
West Indian wives were as likely to sue for divorce as their husbands were. Unlike the suits among white U.S. citizens, 
West Indian divorce cases never involved charges of desertion. Adultery was a common complaint among West Indian 
men and women, but equally common were cases in which women sued their husbands for divorce on the grounds of 
physical violence. A typical case of the latter involved a Martinican woman, Eugenia Peters, who sued her husband, a 
Trinidadian who worked as a Canal Zone policeman, for divorce on the grounds that he struck and kicked her. 
Interestingly, as seen above, white American women only very rarely sought a divorce on grounds of violence. The best 
hope of a white American woman was that a neighbor would complain to Goethals and he would send his investigator 
over to talk to the man. Fragmentary as the evidence is, existing judicial records suggest that West Indian women were 
more likely than white American women to seek divorce as a legal solution for domestic violence.®2 

West Indian women also frequently interacted with the British diplomatic representatives serving on the isthmus. It was 
the responsibility of such officials to send the dreaded letters to wives or other family members of canal workers killed by 
workplace accidents or disease. Mrs. Benjamin Knight of Bridgetown, Barbados, for example, received such a letter in 


September 1906: “| have now to inform you of the very sad death of your husband. . .. He was crushed by a freight train 
while crossing a bridge here.” Thomas Knox, the letter’s author, offered to send Mrs. Knight the few belongings and final 
paycheck due her husband. Knox concluded, “I know how you will feel over this sad news, as you were expecting himself 
shortly, but you must not despair. Trust in him who is our Creator.”After hearing such news, the wife or sister of a canal 
worker would need to arrange for the delivery of any possessions of the deceased. Often this took place with no 
problems or unreasonable delay, but in many other cases West Indian women had to engage in lengthy negotiations with 
the British consul in order to receive what they believed was due them.” 

West Indian women also appealed most often to the British consul—rather than to Goethals—for assistance if they were 
accused of a crime, facing imprisonment, or mistreated by police. A seamstress named Melvina Ricketts, for example, 
requested help from the British government when serious misfortune befell her. The troubles began when Ricketts 
became unable to keep up the payments on her sewing machine. When she refused to pay a debt collector, he called a 
Panamanian policeman who subsequently robbed and beat her severely. Despite treatment at the hospital, her injuries 
prevented her from working. By the time she wrote the British consul, the policeman had been arrested for the crime, but 
Ricketts held little hope of recovering her property. Declaring, “| am a British subject, and as such apply to you for your 
assistance in this matter,” Ricketts asked for the return of her property and for compensation from the Panamanian 
government for her inability to work, the expenses she had paid to doctors, and her unjust arrest by the policeman. She 
concluded, “I am a poor woman, and unable to afford the amount of money which would be requisite for a lawsuit.” It 
was left to the consul to do what he could or would to help her, although unfortunately no record remains to tell us what 
became of the petitioner.“ Nonetheless, Ricketts’s insistence on her rights as a British subject reflects West Indian 
women’s awareness of the British government’s responsibilities to help them in times of need. 


WHITE AMERICAN housewives became valued citizens and contributors during the construction of the Panama Canal. By 
creating homes for their husbands, they proved essential to U.S. government efforts to civilize the isthmus and maintain a 
stable and relatively content workforce of skilled white North American workers. Yet beneath the celebratory rhetoric 
regarding women’s civilizing and domesticating mission on the isthmus, there was a more complex reality. Although these 
women’s lives undoubtedly included moments of great pleasure as they cared for husbands and children and watched the 
blossoming of social networks across the Canal Zone, they also struggled with disagreeable neighbors and numerous 
threats to the respectability they craved. For wives who refused to travel to the Canal Zone, life alone in the United States 
became economically difficult, and they faced demands from their husbands—supported by the Canal Zone courts—that 
they rethink their decision. Those working-class housewives who uprooted their lives and moved to the Zone found 
themselves confronting boundaries that separated them from the worlds inhabited by men, more elite women, and 
especially the women of color who made their very mission as civilizers and homemakers possible. 

Indeed, a great part of the challenge of tropical housekeeping involved complicated negotiations with the West Indian 
and Panamanian women whom white housewives depended on and yet disliked and disdained. While West Indian 
women seemed unknowable to white American housewives, they proved strategic at crafting a life to their liking, either 
through skilled negotiations with their employers or by exercising their ability to move on to better conditions. 

Different as their lives were in many respects, American and West Indian women both found themselves interacting at 
times with government representatives. West Indians called upon the British consul or, less often, the Canal Zone courts. 
U.S. housewives complained to Goethals, who then sent his peripatetic inspector, T. B. Miskimon, to investigate and 
determine a solution. Although the ICC provided them with many comforts, at other times it seemed unfair, lacking in 
crucial supplies and unwilling to take action in cases of domestic violence. Government officials often considered 
women’s problems small and unimportant. When issues normally deemed domestic and private began to loom as 
barriers to full labor productivity, however, officials’ perspective abruptly changed. An exploration of law, order, and 
punishment in the Canal Zone reveals how and when “women’s issues” could become urgent matters requiring 
aggressive and efficient state intervention. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 

LAW AND ORDER 
A WEST INDIAN man named Adolphus Coulson had been living and working in the Canal Zone for nearly two years when 
a personal problem led him to commit murder. He had been sharing a home and bed with another woman when his wife 
unexpectedly arrived from Barbados one December day in 1906. Coulson immediately acquired a new place for himself 
and his wife, but he continued to see his mistress. His wife, Mariana, complained vociferously about these visits, even 
soliciting the help of a policeman to make her husband leave the woman and return to their home. After a few weeks of 
this, Mariana suddenly became violently ill. She told a doctor that her husband had recently given her medicine in the 
form of a powder, and the next day she died. An autopsy showed that she had ingested more than twelve grains of 
arsenic. Adolphus Coulson confessed to having murdered her, and the Second Judicial Court of the Canal Zone sentenced 
him to death by hanging. But his case wasn’t finished yet, and it would end up as one of the most important in the history 
of the Canal Zone. 
Coulson appealed the decision on the grounds that his trial violated the U.S. Constitution, since he had requested a jury 
trial and was refused. His lawyers argued that Coulson’s trial violated the Fifth and Sixth Amendments to the U.S. 
Constitution, which guaranteed due process of law and the right to an impartial jury. The case went to the Supreme Court 
of the Canal Zone, where judges upheld the earlier decision. They denied that Coulson had a right to a jury trial by 
referencing the Canal Zone’s status as a part of the American empire. The judges cited the Insular Cases of 1901 to 1904, 
recently handed down by the U.S. Supreme Court, which had established a legal foundation for America’s empire by 
declaring, in essence, that the Constitution does not follow the flag. In the 1904 case Dorr v. the United States, for 
example, the Supreme Court held that residents of the Philippines did not possess a right to a jury trial. Citing these 
precedents, the Supreme Court judges of the Canal Zone declared that the power of the United States to acquire territory 
included the ability “to prescribe upon what terms the United States will receive its inhabitants, and what their status 
shall be in... [the] ‘American Empire.’ ”+ 
Coulson’s case therefore raised complex questions regarding the relevance of the U.S. Constitution in the Canal Zone and 
the legal status of its residents. ICC officials adamantly wanted to avoid jury trials because they felt putting canal workers 
on juries would compromise the productivity of the construction project. They also claimed that racial divisions on the 
isthmus would make it impossible to find an impartial jury—whites would not accept blacks on their juries, and blacks 
would similarly distrust the judgment of whites. Yet to some, it was not a simple matter to abrogate the rights of Canal 
Zone residents, particularly since they included several thousand U.S. citizens. A delegation of U.S. congressmen 
happened to be visiting when the Canal Zone Supreme Court decided Coulson’s case. Two of the congressmen, known as 
“sticklers for the rights of the Constitution,” hired a Boston lawyer to take Coulson’s case to the U.S. Supreme Court. 
The day before his scheduled execution in late 1907, Coulson won a temporary reprieve when the U.S. Supreme Court 
agreed to consider his case. In November 1908, however, the Court refused to overturn the Insular Cases and held that 
the Canal Zone lay outside its jurisdiction. The U.S. Constitution would not apply in the Zone. During the months of 
waiting for the Supreme Court justices to issue their decision in this case, however, some people had urged President 
Roosevelt to take matters into his own hands. Joseph Blackburn, the head of civil administration in the Canal Zone, 
reportedly argued to Roosevelt that refusing U.S. citizens their constitutional right to a jury trial was “repugnant to 
American ideas of justice.” Ultimately, Roosevelt agreed, and in an executive order issued in February 1908 he extended 
the right to a jury trial in capital cases to the Canal Zone. This allowed him, in a sense, to have his cake and eat it, too—he 
preserved the rights of Zone residents to a jury trial while protecting the legal ruling that the Constitution did not apply in 
the American empire. The executive order was too late to help Adolphus Coulson, however, and he was hanged in the 
Canal Zone penitentiary at Culebra on March 12, 1909.2 
Coulson’s case reflects the Canal Zone’s ambiguous position within the U.S. empire. It also reveals that as a last resort the 
ICC had numerous judicial strategies for maintaining order in the Zone. Over the years a social and political machine had 
been built in the Zone, one designed to subordinate everything to the canal construction project. Tools like the silver and 
gold system, labor spies, Goethals’s paternalism, and the importation of white and West Indian women and children were 
used to try to subdue, comfort, and discipline the population. Yet each of these strategies generated new sources of 
discontent and rebellion. When disorder grew serious enough that it threatened the construction project itself, ICC 
officials intervened more extensively by creating laws, courts, and prisons that could punish unacceptable behavior. 
Officials believed this was important not only for maintaining labor discipline but for generating the boundaries of proper 
moral and social behavior in a civilized territory like the U.S.-occupied Canal Zone. The judicial and prison systems in the 
Zone were constructed to play this dual but critical role—to discipline and maximize the productivity of Canal Zone 
residents and to maintain social and moral order. 
The Canal Zone’s legal system was shaped by a remarkable amalgam of diverse legal and national cultures. Its courts 
borrowed as heavily from Colombian and Panamanian law as from U.S. legal traditions, somewhat ironically, given that 
ICC officials struggled painstakingly to make the Canal Zone seem an outpost of American civilization and to distinguish it 
in every possible way from the Republic of Panama. In fact, however, the Zone’s judicial system reflects how expansionist 


activity pushed the United States into a realm where diverse nation-states exercised influence. The colonial experiments 
undertaken in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Cuba in the aftermath of the War of 1898 powerfully carved the contours 
of law and order in the Zone as well. The new possessions of the United States generated ideological and legal tensions 
between the rights guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution and the need to rule effectively over foreign populations. 
The Canal Zone fit into this larger debate over empire and the Constitution because it was seen as one of the finest 
examples of the new world leadership being promulgated by the United States. Expansionists believed that the Zone, as 
part of the American empire, should be treated differently from the United States proper. Yet the more officials worked 
to make the Zone feel like home, like a bit of American civilization in the tropics, the less effective this argument proved 
to be. As more and more U.S. citizens made the move to the Zone, first to work on the canal and then to join husbands 
and fathers already there, the more troubling it seemed to ignore their constitutional rights. Unlike Filipinos or Puerto 
Ricans, U.S. citizens in the Zone and their supporters at home could clamor for protection of their rights. They might not 
always see those rights protected—indeed, their rights were often limited in ways that would have been unconstitutional 
in the United States—but they assertively raised the issue and shaped the debate. Sometimes, as when President 
Roosevelt responded to the Adolphus Coulson case by guaranteeing the right of Canal Zone residents to a jury trial in 
capital cases, they saw those rights protected. 

“THE CONSTITUTION FOLLOWS THE FLAG, BUT IT DOES NOT CATCH UP WITH IT” 
The legal basis of U.S. power in the Canal Zone derived from the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty of 1903, particularly Article 3 of 
the treaty, which declared that Panama “grants to the United States all the rights, power and authority within the zone .. 
. which the United States would possess and exercise if it were the sovereign of the territory,” rights and powers that 
were granted in perpetuity. In 1907 the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed that the territory of the Canal Zone belonged to the 
United States and that the U.S. government did have the right to exercise its power there and build the canal.2 To ensure 
discipline and social order, the ICC created a judicial system that ranged from municipal and circuit courts up to the 
Zone’s Supreme Court. The courts were not independent, like their counterparts in the United States, but formed one 
part of the executive branch of government in the Zone. The principle of separation of powers, the bedrock of 
constitutional government in the United States, did not apply in the Canal Zone. In legal terms this meant the Zone courts 
were not constitutional but merely legislative. They lacked important powers such as the right of judicial review. 
The ICC divided the isthmus into three circuit courts, with the judge who presided over each serving also on the Canal 
Zone Supreme Court. Three judges would hear cases appealed to the Supreme Court, one of whom had already passed 
judgment on the case. Even this seemed an abundance of courts and judges to some observers during the early months of 
U.S. occupation. As he contemplated the Zone’s legal environment in 1904, William Howard Taft argued the government 
had gone overboard: “All judges in excess of one will have nothing to do. These people do not seem to be litigious. So far 
they have shown themselves to be very tractable.” He acknowledged that more criminal and civil cases would arise once 
the population increased as the construction project got under way. Yet Taft believed that even if the population rose as 
high as 50,000, “probably not more than 2,500 of them will be Americans of the white race.” He knew most would be 
unskilled workers from outside the United States since it would not be possible or acceptable for white American citizens 
to do heavy labor in the tropics. Taft failed to recognize how important the courts would be for maintaining order not 
only among white Americans but among all residents of the Zone. Over time he discovered his expectations to have been 
unrealistic, as the courts proved extremely busy in the years to come.* 
Legal precedents in the United States and the demands of the construction project had the greatest influence over the 
new judicial system, but it was also shaped by the Spanish Empire, by Colombian law, by tensions between Colombia and 
Panama, and by U.S. officials’ experience with their new colonial acquisitions in the Philippines and Puerto Rico. The Canal 
Zone judiciary therefore reveals how judicial traditions, precedents, and personnel flowed across the boundaries of 
diverse nation-states. When the United States took occupation of the Canal Zone, the laws in force were effectively those 
of Colombia, since Panama as a nation-state was too young to have established its own legal code. Colombia’s legal 
system derived originally from the civil law of Spain. After they won independence in 1819 from Spain, Colombians 
revised their nation’s legal code and moved it closer to legal traditions prevalent in the Anglo-American world. 
Nonetheless, when the United States began its occupation of the isthmus in 1904, the laws of Colombia still reflected 
Spain’s judicial system. 
Nor did the United States shift quickly or decisively away from the laws of Panama and Colombia once occupation began. 
Roosevelt declared in a 1904 executive order that laws already operating on the isthmus would remain in force until 
amended or annulled by the ICC. Throughout the construction era, Colombian and Panamanian law remained central to 
the Zone’s judicial system. In the summer of 1912, Frank Feuille, who headed the Canal Zone’s Department of Law, 
complained that the Zone’s government consisted of a combination of Colombian and Panamanian laws plus presidential 
executive orders and ICC ordinances. The Colombian laws, he noted, are “spread throughout a number of books and 
many of them are inaccessible except to the very few persons who possess a Colombian law library.” He recommended 
an overhaul of Canal Zone law both to simplify administration and to reduce costs.® 
Because of the urgent need for absolute labor discipline, from early on American officials shaped law and order in the 


Canal Zone with efficiency in mind. As part of his 1904 executive order, Roosevelt began to reshape the legal structure of 
the Zone so that it would reflect American jurisprudence while simultaneously reinforcing the ICC’s emphasis on 
maximizing every resident’s productivity. Roosevelt declared that “certain great principles of government” would have 
force in the Zone, by which he meant some of the Bill of Rights. He combined this validation of the Bill of Rights with an 
ominous proviso giving the ICC sweeping powers of deportation, which in essence negated much of the Bill of Rights. The 
ICC could deport anyone who might “create public disorder, endanger the public health, or in any manner impede the 
prosecution of the work of opening the canal.” This specifically included “idiots,” the insane, epileptics, beggars, felons, 
anarchists, and those seeking to incite insurrection .4 

In the years to come, the ICC annulled or amended dozens of acts, gradually bringing the law of the Zone closer to U.S. 
common law. In particular the ICC issued in 1904 a penal code and a code of criminal procedure that departed 
significantly from those of Panama (officials used the codes of the state of California as their model), although the Zone’s 
civil law would remain essentially Panamanian until a major revision occurred in the 1930s. Thus lawyers and judges in 
the Canal Zone had to sort through many judicial traditions as they did their work during the construction era and well 
into the mid-twentieth century.® 

The judges who presided over the Zone embodied the hybrid character of its legal culture. The first circuit judge 
appointed in the Zone was Osceola Kyle, a white Alabaman. Kyle had lobbied hard to win the job, writing Taft with 
endorsements from prominent Alabama residents, including Booker T. Washington. As the only judge in the Zone during 
those early months, Kyle was responsible for opening court in all three circuit districts while serving also as the sole 
Supreme Court judge. He lasted less than five months, however. Kyle neglected important cases for months, and when he 
was asked to explain, his only defense was that he lacked knowledge of both the Spanish language and Panamanian law. 
Taft demanded his resignation, declaring that Kyle was “not disposed to fit in with the Spanish law, which. . . ought to 
prevail in the Zone so far as possible, because it is no purpose of our Government to take from the people of the Zone the 
laws to which they have been accustomed.”2 

The men appointed to take Kyle’s place would all be fluent in Spanish, and two of them, Hezekiah Gudger and Facundo 
Mutis Duran, had extensive experience with the laws of Panama. Gudger, a North Carolinian, had served as consul general 
in Panama since 1897 and had extensive experience with the laws, culture, and language of the country. Mutis had a 
more glittering vitae. A Panamanian citizen, he had served twice as governor of Panama before it achieved independence 
from Colombia, although one of his terms ended prematurely when a conflict with the military led to Mutis’s fleeing from 
his home in women’s clothes and hiding out at the American consulate. In between Mutis worked for many years as an 
attorney for the Panama Railroad and was later appointed to the Supreme Court of Panama. He was considered one of 
the top authorities on Spanish, Colombian, and Panamanian law, and in 1905 Taft appointed him to serve as chief justice 
of the Canal Zone Supreme Court.22 

Similarly, the lawyers arguing cases before courts might be Panamanian or American. Any attorney allowed to practice 
law on the isthmus when U.S. occupation began preserved that right in the new Canal Zone. American lawyers who had 
been admitted to the bar in any state or territory of the United States could also practice in the Zone, although they might 
be asked to sit for an examination on the Zone’s legal codes. According to scholar Wayne Bray’s analysis of lawyers who 
argued before the Canal Zone Supreme Court, approximately two-thirds of them were American and one-third 
Panamanian. Some lawyers who often argued before the Supreme Court were Panamanian, such as Oscar Teran. Only 
three lawyers argued more cases before the court than he did. Another active lawyer was Harmodio Arias, who would 
later be elected to the presidency of Panama.*+ In these ways the boundaries between American, Panamanian, and even 
Spanish legal cultures were extremely fluid. 

Finally, there was the challenge of reconciling the tensions between constitutional rights and matters of empire. In the 
aftermath of the War of 1898, American jurists needed to reassess constitutional law in light of the colonial expansionism 
of the United States. Beginning in 1901 in the Insular Cases, the Supreme Court justices accomplished that, and in doing 
so, they provided the framework for legal decisions in the Canal Zone as well. With rather tortured prose, the same Court 
that had upheld racial segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson determined that colonial acquisitions by the United States did 
not contradict the Constitution and that such areas should be considered “unincorporated territories” in which the United 
States could decide which—if any—constitutional protections would apply to residents. In the most famous case, the 
1901 Downes v. Bidwell, Justice Edward Douglass White justified his decision in this way: “While in an international 
sense Porto Rico was not a foreign country, since it was subject to the sovereignty of and was owned by the United 
States, it was foreign to the United States in a domestic sense, because the island has not been incorporated into the 
United States, but was merely appurtenant thereto as a possession.”22 This decision divided the justices, but in Dorr v. 
United States in 1904 a majority rallied to support the incorporation doctrine. The Supreme Court found in Dorr that 
Filipinos were not fit for jury trials and that Congress need not extend such rights to them until and unless it chose to 
incorporate the islands. 

The Insular Cases freed the U.S. government to pursue its expansionist policies with full latitude. They followed closely 
after the election of 1900, in which William McKinley and William Jennings Bryan had debated imperialism, and the latter, 


an ardent anti-imperialist, went down soundly to defeat. The relation between the Supreme Court decisions and this 
election led humorist Finley Peter Dunne to famously quip, “No matther whether th’ constitution follows th’ flag or not, 
th’ Supreme Coort follows th’ iliction returns.”*2 The beliefs underlying these decisions closely mirrored the worldview of 
expansionists like McKinley and Roosevelt. The Supreme Court justices were implicitly agreeing that the empire-building 
of the United States was a positive development for world civilization; that there existed no conflict between democracy 
and colonialism; that some racial or ethnic groups were superior to others; and that it was the responsibility of superior 
groups to help others rise to a higher level of civilization. The /nsular Cases thus accomplished for empire what Plessy v. 
Ferguson accomplished for domestic race relations. While Plessy was famously overturned in 1954, the /nsular Cases 
remain decisive even today for questions of “unincorporated territories’—Downes v. Bidwell was cited as recently as 
1990 as a precedent in a Supreme Court decision. Furthermore, while Plessy argued that segregation could exist amid 
fundamental equality, the /nsular Cases forsook even the pretense of equality by asserting that residents of territories 
could not make claim to equal treatment. Secretary of State Elihu Root summed up the importance of these cases: “The 
Constitution follows the flag, but it does not catch up with it.”44 
Throughout the construction period, government officials looked closely at the experience of the United States in Puerto 
Rico and the Philippines as they sought to adjust the laws and legal procedure to U.S. precedents while also retaining, 
when possible, the flavor of Spanish precedents. By 1904, when the United States established the judicial system of the 
Canal Zone, officials in the Philippines and Puerto Rico already had several years of experience melding American and 
Spanish laws. One sign of the close relationship officials saw between the judiciary of the Canal Zone and that of the 
Philippines and Puerto Rico was the appointment of Charles Magoon as governor of the Canal Zone in 1905. Magoon had 
previously served as an official with the Bureau of Insular Affairs, where his specialty had been resolving legal problems in 
the United States’ new colonial acquisitions, namely in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Cuba.42 These provided the 
major models of colonial jurisprudence the ICC relied on when deciding difficult cases. 
The case of Fitzpatrick v. Panama Railroad Company provides some insight into the ways that judges in the Canal Zone 
melded these diverse legal cultures in making their decisions. In 1910 the ICC secured permission from the Panama 
Railroad Company (a corporation owned and run by the U.S. government) to run a special train carrying some of its 
officials home after they attended an opera in Panama City. That train collided with one run by the Panama Railroad 
Company as a result of negligence by some of its workers, particularly one brakeman. A man named C. C. Fitzpatrick riding 
the ICC’s special train received injuries during the collision and sued the Panama Railroad Company for damages. The 
circuit court awarded him $7,000. The Panama Railroad Company appealed this decision, arguing that it should not be 
liable for an injury caused by its workers. In a lengthy decision the Supreme Court judges of the Canal Zone considered 
the issues, casting their net widely for legal advice and precedents. Their decision held that the Panama Railroad was 
liable for the acts of its servants and employees. It was based on a “careful review” of decisions made by a wide variety of 
judicial systems: the supreme courts of Panama and of Colombia, the courts of the Philippines and Puerto Rico, and the 
supreme court of the state of Louisiana.2® The judiciary of the Canal Zone was thus a complex combination of legal 
cultures, particularly American and Panamanian courts and sites of U.S. colonialism. 
Somehow this hybrid system would have to rule over a society capable of significant conflict, and there were important 
issues to determine. When was a problem severe enough to require judicial intervention, and then what punishments 
would be appropriate? Did it matter whether the perceived disorder occurred in public or in private? Were certain forms 
of conflict tolerated more than others? Most often such questions fell to Goethals’s personal investigator as well as to the 
judges and policemen of the Canal Zone to resolve. 

JOLLIFICATION AND LABOR DISCIPLINE 
Maintaining discipline among workers required cooperation among various branches of the Canal Zone government. In 
addition to the municipal, circuit, and supreme courts of the Canal Zone, the police with their labor spies, and the 
government’s powers of deportation and eviction, chief engineer George Goethals held a personal court every Sunday 
morning. Many of the cases put before him were minor disagreements, but others might have gone to court if the 
petitioners had chosen that route. Goethals tried when possible to devise a solution that would seem reasonable to all 
sides, but if no solution presented itself, he was willing to resort to deportation. The socialist Arthur Bullard observed one 
Sunday morning session, in which a Jamaican couple appealed to Goethals to solve a dispute over who owned the money 
the wife had earned washing clothes. Goethals ruled that the money belonged to the wife. When the husband demurred 
that under English law the property should be his, Goethals responded, “Say the word, and I'll deport you. You can get all 
the English law you want in Jamaica.”+2 
Despite these broad powers of deportation, ICC officials still found it difficult to rule over Zone residents. Deportation 
meant losing much-needed laborers and was expensive. Although useful in certain situations, deportation alone could not 
manage the huge population of the Zone. This became apparent as the number of people climbed during 1906 and 1907 
and arrests quickly increased. The ICC reported in June 1907 that arrests by Zone policemen had nearly doubled 
compared with the previous year, from 3,356 to 6,236. Officials attributed this not only to the increase in population but 
particularly to the importation of many European laborers who were generally “restless, suspicious, and excitable.” 


Intoxication, disorderly conduct, fighting, and violent crimes had all increased, and as a result the ICC began building more 
jails. Ten police stations and jails were built in 1907, plus three lockups. Four other buildings were adapted to become 
jails. A penitentiary already existed at Culebra.2® 

In late 1907, ICC officials requested yet more weapons to manage and discipline the Zone’s growing population. President 
Roosevelt complied by issuing an executive order which declared that any vagrant, beggar, or loiterer, or anyone 
intoxicated or engaging in disorderly conduct or disturbance of the peace, would be guilty of a misdemeanor and 
punished by a fine of up to $25 and/or one month in prison. With this executive order supporting them, ICC officials 
began prosecuting men and women even for relatively unthreatening behavior. Police arrested a West Indian woman in 
1911, for example, for swearing in public at someone who had angered her: she had cried out, “You damned Antiguan 
son-of-a-bitch.” She was fined $15 plus all court costs.42 Such trends suggest not only that ICC officials found it difficult to 
make the Zone as peaceful as they desired but also that the courts and prisons gradually became more important tools of 
social management. 

The executive order was presumably aimed at West Indians and southern Europeans who would find it more difficult than 
white U.S. citizens to pay a fine as high as $25. Likewise, the courts seemed to reserve relatively stiff penalties for West 
Indians accused of petty crimes, as if this were a way to ensure law and order among the vast communities of Caribbean 
workers. One young West Indian man named Abel Scott, for example, forged a pay certificate worth less than $10 during 
the early days of U.S. occupation and was sentenced to five years’ hard labor in the penitentiary. Two years later the 
judge in the case wrote Joseph Blackburn of the ICC and requested that Scott be pardoned. His reasons reveal the U.S. 
government’s strategy for meting out punishment during the early days of construction. At the time of Scott’s original 
trial, the judge noted, sentences were far more severe since “a great deal of crime was expected in the Canal Zone as it 
was feared that it would be the refuge for a large criminal class, and it was hoped that by having quick and rather severe 
sentences this state of affairs would be either remedied or the amount of crime greatly reduced.” In fact, perhaps 
because of such severe sentences, crimes like Scott’s were unusual. Now, the judge argued, Scott would have received 
only a year or two in prison for such a crime, and on those grounds he asked that Scott be pardoned and released from 
prison. As an added incentive, pardoning Scott would encourage other prisoners to behave well.22 

A year or two in prison became the norm for such crimes, which still seems rather punitive. Samuel Griffith, a silver 
employee, changed his pay receipt from $10 to $40 in order to defraud the government of $30 silver (about U.S. $15). 
The court sentenced him to a year of hard labor. A Barbadian named George Owens, described by the court reporter as a 
“tall, thin, yellow nigger,” forged two U.S. orders, for $10 and $15, and was sentenced to two years of hard labor.*+ 
Occasionally men accused of insubordination or mutiny appeared before the courts, as when F. Garcia, a coal passer ona 
steamship owned by the Panama Railroad, disobeyed his superior captain and then attempted to assault him. Garcia 
received a sentence of six months of hard labor for his disobedience. Seamen who deserted their ships kept the courts 
very busy. Some seamen deserted in hopes of securing better jobs in the Canal Zone. This particularly was the case with 
seamen from Europe. Chinese seamen, on the other hand, more often deserted to escape cruel treatment and poor 
working conditions. Two men named Ah Mee and Ah Chow, for example, deserted their British ship, claiming their 
foreman beat them and threatened them with a gun. The court determined that they had been gambling and were 
indebted to their foreman and that their unwillingness or inability to pay had caused his physical violence. The judge in 
this case ordered them held in a Zone prison cell until their ship was ready to leave port, partly in order to comply with 
the Chinese exclusion law of the Republic of Panama.22 

On a daily basis police spent much of their time inspecting camps, watching for vagrants, and making sure that intoxicated 
men (or women) did not become so disorderly as to interfere with the construction job the next day. Many tense 
moments occurred, particularly when West Indians and white policemen confronted each other and their perspectives on 
a person’s rights and the prerogatives of law and order in the Zone clashed. Such conflicts led many laborers to complain 
to Goethals about police cruelty toward them, providing a vivid picture of how they experienced “labor discipline.” 

Most of the complaints about police abuse came from silver workers. A man named Walcott, for example, was walking 
home one day, carrying a package, when a policeman named Arndt began following him. Either Mr. Walcott, a West 
Indian who delivered ice for a living, declined to state what was in his package, or perhaps his explanation did not satisfy 
the policeman. The testimony differs on this and many other points. When Walcott reached home, he dropped the 
package and said to the policeman, “This is what you followed me for.” The policeman, “in a rage,” one witness observed, 
stated that he had to take Walcott to jail, but Walcott retorted, “I’m a free man the same as you and | never stole 
anything.” According to a shoemaker who lived next door, the policeman began hitting Walcott over the head with a club. 
Walcott’s wife came out on the porch and grabbed Walcott’s hands, as if to show the policeman that he would no longer 
resist arrest, but the police officer continued beating him over the head until finally his club broke and Walcott fell to the 
ground. 

Walcott quickly rose and ran. When the policeman caught up with him, the two struggled for some time, each holding on 
to the other. The policeman hollered for someone to help him, but none of the West Indians in the vicinity would come to 
his assistance. Finally two white men, a foreman and a time inspector from the nearby Empire shops, heard the shouting 


and ran to help. One of them got the policeman’s gun out of his holster and aimed it at Walcott, telling him to stop 
fighting and go with the policeman to jail or he would be shot. By this time several West Indian women stood about, 
yelling at Walcott to stop and not risk getting hurt more severely. Walcott was arrested, but before the matter was 
concluded, the police searched his apartment and arrested three other West Indians, including a shoemaker and a tailor, 
for failing to assist the officer when he requested it. The police took Walcott to the hospital for treatment only several 
hours later, by their own testimony. Walcott’s wife went to the Empire police station with her five-year-old child, to check 
on her husband, but police shoved her down the steps and told her to leave. When she would not leave, she testified, 
they locked her and her child in a cell and refused to give her water or food. 

Goethals’s inspector on this case, T. B. Miskimon, concluded that the fault lay with Walcott for resisting arrest. Although 
he did not personally know the policeman Arndt, the inspector noted, “He has never impressed me as having any of what 
is commonly called the ‘bull cop’ about him.” Miskimon explained that he had looked into the event with unusual care, 
taking testimony from nearly a dozen people, because there had recently been many complaints about police cruelty in 
the town of Empire. He succinctly noted that the cause of all the complaints must be one of two things: “Either the police 
are getting ‘strong’ or the negroes are.”22 Nine days later Miskimon recommended that the lieutenant in charge of the 
police force at Empire be discharged, as complaints about police brutality toward West Indians continued to surface. The 
police were clearly becoming “too strong,” but it is also worth noting that in this case, Goethals’s investigator 
recommended that action be taken against a cruel and racist police officer.24 

Incidents like these spread apprehension among West Indians, and so ICC officials increasingly relied on West Indians to 
police their own communities. M. H. Thatcher, who headed civil administration in the Zone, noted: “We find [West Indian 
policemen] very useful in dealing with the black population. ...\We do not give them the same police powers that we give 
white policemen, but we give them sufficient powers to be very useful in their work.”22 Like other West Indians, 
however, those wearing the uniform of a Zone policeman had to be cautious in their behavior when they were around 
white U.S. citizens. The police chief typically did not assign West Indian policemen to patrol in white neighborhoods, but 
sometimes black policemen found themselves in a situation where their position as policemen conflicted with their racial 
status in the Zone. When a Jamaican or Barbadian policeman seemed to whites to overstep the boundaries of race, 
tensions flared. One night in 1908, for example, a West Indian watchman went to a room in an ICC hotel to deliver some 
shoes he had repaired for a white man. It happened that he was visiting a section of the hotel where many white railroad 
and construction workers known for their heavy drinking resided. After the West Indian delivered the shoes, an 
intoxicated white man named A. T. Murphy began shouting epithets at him. Murphy finally came into the hall, grabbed 
the watchman by the throat, and told him to leave, saying he “did not want a God damned negro spying around there.” 
Murphy began calling to his friends to come and help as he searched for his gun. The watchman blew his whistle for help, 
and a black policeman named Plummer soon came to his assistance. 

The arrival on the scene of a West Indian policeman incensed the crowd. White men began pushing Plummer around and 
shouting, “Hang him!” and “Kick him out!” while someone placed a rope around his shoulders. After a few minutes of 
such treatment, Plummer felt himself pushed down the stairs as the Americans yelled at him to go and find a_ white 
policeman. Plummer hastily retreated as a white policeman appeared and subdued the crowd. Goethals’s investigator, 
Miskimon, took testimony from all sides, including Plummer, who declared he had intended only to calm the crowd. 
Miskimon, however, was more concerned about whether the American men’s carousing in the hotel would disrupt their 
neighbors—or their own work habits. He noted, “It seems to be a good natured crowd and that while they seem to do 
considerable drinking they appear to be alright ‘on the job’ the next day.” The inspector concluded that Plummer and the 
Negro watchman had both been mistreated, but his recommendation to Goethals was simply that “it might be well to 
keep these people in mind so that their jollifications do not reach such a stage that they will be unfit for work on the days 
following.” If it does reach that point, he noted, it may be necessary to transfer some of the men so as to “break the gang 
up.” In the end, the men faced no consequences for their behavior despite having threatened a black policeman with 
lynching. Goethals and his investigator knew they needed to allow some “jollification” but prevent it from impeding canal 
workers’ productivity on the job. For reasons like this, West Indians learned to avoid the white workers’ dormitories as 
much as possible.2° 

The most common solution Goethals and Miskimon imagined for social problems ranging from unfair commissary 
managers to extreme episodes of racial or gender conflict was simply to remove the person causing the problem. When a 
group of canal employees became too unruly, as the above example suggests, they contemplated separating the men and 
moving them to different dormitories. At other times Goethals ordered a family moved to a different neighborhood, an 
employee moved to a different division, or a union-organizing troublemaker deported from the Canal Zone altogether. 
When none of this worked, he and the ICC had a last weapon in reserve: a prison sentence. The Canal Zone penitentiary 
provided the final plank in the system of justice and discipline devised by the ICC officials. Like every other aspect of life in 
the Zone, the prison system was created not only to preserve public order but to maintain labor productivity. The Zone 
penitentiary at Culebra housed nearly 150 convicts as of 1912, the vast majority of them West Indians, and it was well- 
known that prisoners worked long days at hard labor. If employees were not contributing to the construction effort, in 


short, as a last resort the ICC could imprison them and in that way ensure their productivity. One way or another, men 
and women living in the Canal Zone would be made to assist the construction project.22 

Prison memoranda from 1908 describe the arduous life of penitentiary prisoners. They woke at 5:30 each morning and 
spent time cleaning before marching to breakfast. There they received boiled beef, rice and potatoes or yams, coffee, and 
half a pound of bread. After breakfast, guards shackled each prisoner to a ball weighing between eighteen and thirty 
pounds and attached to an eight-foot-long chain. The prisoners then marched in their shackles a mile or two to the work 
site. They labored there for ten hours, while guards carrying double-barreled shot-guns watched over them. At noon they 
received more coffee and another half pound of bread; at night orderlies served them a dinner similar to their breakfast. 
Afterward, from 6:00 to 9:00, the prisoners’ time was their own. During these evening hours prisoners were allowed to 
talk. On Sundays and holidays, they could receive friends for a couple of hours. At no other time could prisoners speak to 
anyone. No talking between cells, no talking in the dining hall, no talking on the job. According to the rules, prisoners 
could not make any sound of any kind unless they required a conversation with a guard or a foreman.2® 

Prisoners performed a variety of jobs, filling in ditches, building roads, and cleaning and maintaining the penitentiary. 
Officials found that road building in particular provided ideal work for inmates. Any prisoner, regardless of his 
background, could do this work. Although it required difficult labor in swamps and exposed prisoners to torrential rains, 
officials argued it was healthy outdoor exercise and better for inmates’ health than confinement to cells. Road 
construction kept prisoners in the public’s eye, made it easier to guard them, and as the head of civil administration, 
Joseph Blackburn, put it, “The deterrent effect of punishment is greater when prisoners are brought frequently before the 
public.”22 The mild humiliation experienced by prisoners working in public served both as a punishment and as a warning 
to others. When the Commercial Club of Mobile, Alabama, wrote Canal Zone chief of police and prison warden George 
Shanton to ask how the use of convict labor on roads was working, Shanton responded with enthusiasm: “This is by all 
means the most practicable and humane method of handling prison labor.” Gradually, officials began relying more heavily 
on prison labor, assigning not only convicts in the penitentiary to hard labor but also those convicted of lesser crimes by 
the district judges. They began assigning more work to prisoners such as breaking up rocks and building construction. 
They also built stockades to house overnight convicts working far from the penitentiary, declaring it a system that had 
been used effectively with convict labor in the U.S. South and in the Philippines.—2 

Officials praised the prisoners’ productivity, estimating that they worked 7 percent to 100 percent more efficiently than 
other canal workers. This saved the U.S. government a significant amount of money. The assistant engineer overseeing 
the prisoners’ labor conceded that this remarkable efficiency derived partly from the fact that prisoners knew they would 
receive punishment if they worked poorly (even gazing at visitors was explicitly forbidden); however, he also attributed 
the fine results to “the perfect discipline and thorough organization possible in working convict labor. . . . [S]plendid 
results can be obtained if they are properly handled.”2+ 

Shanton and other officials were keenly aware of how reformers in the United States might react to their prison policies. 
“It is absolutely necessary,” Shanton wrote, “that we establish a reputation on this piece of work that will keep all 
vagrants and bums, who have once been sent to that place to work, in fear of being arrested and sent back by the judge.” 
We do not want any cruel treatment, but nonetheless a “force of character” should be employed to teach the men that 
they are to work and work hard. Then “the reputation of the Gatun road will be such that the vagrant class will go most 
any where in the world to escape going back to that road to work.” Shanton also cautioned officials to give prisoners the 
best and most plentiful food they could, maintain sleeping quarters in fine condition, and provide them with “every care 
and attention, so that the public in general cannot criticize us along that line.” 24 

Yet disciplining prisoners remained a complicated issue. In 1909, after hearing complaints that prisoners were routinely 
beaten and whipped by guards, Goethals ordered an investigation. Three guards fined for beating prisoners defended 
themselves by saying they were following instructions from their superiors. One declared his lieutenant had told him how 
to handle prisoners who misbehaved: “You can get even with them when you get them in the brush.” This same guard 
said he was instructed to whip convicts who required punishment. A policeman argued that they should treat convicts the 
Same way they “handle negroes in Texas.” After investigating, Miskimon concluded that the chief of police had approved 
the use of the whip or strap on prisoners. He noted, “It is a well known fact that in police organizations the rough 
handling of prisoners is not allowed before the public, and the commanding officer of a precinct will be the first to get 
after you for it, while if the same happens in the station he will avoid seeing it if possible, if the parties appear to merit 
such treatment.”32 

Goethals ordered an end to corporal punishment as a result of this investigation. Soon thereafter he received anxious 
complaints from guards who declared the elimination of corporal punishment was generating widespread 
insubordination and mutiny, and they feared a large-scale riot would soon result. It was said that prisoners were 
constantly speaking and joking with one another despite the rule requiring silence. They were engaging in fights, baiting 
their guards, and, when working in public, begging for tobacco or money from tourists standing nearby. In one case an 
“American lady” was insulted by a convict who employed language one would not even use in the presence of a “public 
woman.” There were cases of prisoners attempting to assault the policemen guarding them. One policeman was attacked 


by a prisoner who used his iron ball as a weapon. Police officers strongly requested that Goethals reverse himself and 
allow the use of the strap on prisoners again.*4 
These problems placed ICC officials in a quandary. They certainly worried about insubordination among prisoners, and 
they found it difficult to punish them by withdrawing privileges since prisoners enjoyed virtually none. On the other hand, 
they thought that policemen who complained might be exaggerating the prisoners’ offenses, in part due to anger they 
felt over the government’s decision to prohibit corporal punishment. White policemen who worked at the penitentiary 
had felt especially criticized and insulted by that investigation. Goethals and his officials agreed that policies were 
urgently needed that could compel good behavior, punish insubordination, and prevent riots. After examining highly 
regarded penal institutions in the United States and Puerto Rico, they developed a plan that divided prisoners into five 
grades, each one treated slightly differently in terms of access to privileges and the burden of wearing striped clothing 
and the ball and chain. By earning points for good behavior, prisoners would gradually attain a higher level. At the highest 
grade, prisoners would be rewarded with indoor work and full privileges, and be allowed to wear a gray rather than a 
striped uniform. “In this way an account is kept of each prisoner showing his status as a prisoner,” declared M. H. 
Thatcher, the head of civil administration. Certain prisoners—those sentenced to a life term or still facing more than one- 
third of a five-year term—were prohibited from entering the higher grades because, if not required to wear a ball and 
chain, they were considered too great an escape risk. Officials also created small cells where troublesome prisoners were 
ordered to spend up to four hours in dark and solitary confinement on a diet of bread and water.*= ICC officials believed 
that with this systematic set of changes, they had brought the Canal Zone’s penal system into accordance with the best 
institutions of the United States. Such reforms helped them make the penitentiary an efficient means of punishing canal 
workers who lacked discipline or behaved in disorderly ways while simultaneously guaranteeing that prisoners would 
contribute their labor to the construction project.?® 

MORAL DISORDER, SEX, AND CRIME 
In order to build an American civilization in the Canal Zone, officials struggled to curb behaviors they considered 
unrespectable or immoral. At the same time, they sought to offer certain comforts to workers in order to enhance their 
ability to perform productively at work and thus to keep them in the Zone. Moral, social, and political order in the Zone, 
they believed, could not be achieved without a balance between repression and permissiveness. Considering which 
behaviors they curbed and which they allowed opens a window into the notions of officials—and into a world of Zone 
residents caught in the unwelcome glare of policemen, courts, and Goethals’s personal investigator. 
Alcohol, for instance, was one of the most popular vices in the Zone. It formed an important part of the day for most 
workers, helping them relax and thus endure the challenges of their jobs, yet too much intoxication would hinder labor 
productivity. So officials carefully regulated alcohol. As Goethals explained to a Senate committee, “Our working men are 
human; they have got to have their liquor, and if we do not sell it to them they are going to get it elsewhere, and in the 
towns where liquor is not sold they get it by the bottleful and they stand by that bottle until it is gone; then there is 
trouble.” The government thus allowed not only saloons but also several distilleries throughout the Zone to ensure that 
workingmen had access to good-quality liquor. Pressed by senators to close them down, Goethals called the distilleries 
“not a disturbance; they are a source of contentment.” The government, he proclaimed, sought not only to provide 
alcohol to the men but also to ensure they consumed alcohol that was decent in quality. Government officials wanted the 
business for themselves, however, and so zealously prosecuted anyone caught selling liquor without a license.22 
Government officials saw gambling, on the other hand, as a vice they should eliminate altogether. They didn’t like to talk 
about it, but gambling was endemic throughout the Zone, particularly in dormitories occupied by single American 
workingmen. Poker games abounded during workers’ leisure hours, and it proved extremely difficult for police to tell 
whether any of those games involved money bets. Undercover policemen circulated among the workers to try to catch 
someone wagering in a poker game, craps, or roulette. The police and judges were particularly eager to catch men 
running games for profit, and prosecutions were common for such behavior. In one of the earliest such cases, in 1905, a 
man named Charles Christian was found guilty of running a roulette table. The court fined him $100 and sentenced him to 
thirty days in jail. Christian countered, however, that the Republic of Panama had granted him a concession to run his 
gambling operation and that, in any case, the Canal Zone had no law against it. The court held that it had the right to 
punish gamblers, but due to the confusion over jurisdiction it agreed to waive Christian’s thirty days in jail. In succeeding 
cases, gamblers might be sentenced to anything from one day to three months in jail, with the difference in sentence 
usually depending on the race and ethnicity of those accused.*® 
Regulating sexuality was considered by government officials a far more complicated problem. Officials created 
multifaceted policies they hoped would ensure clean living and decency, even as they depended on the accessibility of 
prostitution in the port cities of Panama. Nurses working in Zone hospitals, for example, found their lives carefully 
monitored and their social activities restricted. Louise Bidwell, who worked as a nurse at Ancon Hospital, recalled that 
nurses were required to inform the head nurse if they desired even to miss a meal. They had a curfew of 10:30 p.m. and 
were not allowed to travel beyond Panama City. Women working as stenographers or in other clerical positions seem not 
to have been subject to such regulations. Nurses, as a symbol of respectability and as representatives of the Zone 


government, required more careful monitoring.39 

Men who took or showed pictures of women partially clothed or dressed in bathing suits were investigated for indecency 
(although the investigator in charge noted that more revealing photographs were readily available for sale in Col6n or 
Panama City).22 People living in the government’s married quarters for white Americans risked being reported to 
Goethals by neighbors if they engaged in adultery, and then an investigation—and possible dismissals, evictions, or 
both—would result. Thus a locomotive engineer named O’Neill, for example, left his wife and took up with another 
married woman. After the husband of O’Neill’s mistress complained, Goethals’s investigator assessed the situation. 
O’Neill wound up losing his job and being barred from further employment in the Zone. Judging from the reports of 
Goethals’s investigator, it appears that only white Americans, not Europeans or West Indians, went to Goethals with 
charges of adultery.** 

When the courts got involved in cases of adultery, it was usually because West Indians, not white Americans, went to the 
courts to accuse a husband or wife. Whites were reluctant to rely on the judicial system, but West Indians perhaps saw it 
as less damaging because guilty parties would typically not lose their jobs but only be sentenced at most to a day or two 
of jail or a $10 fine. West Indians did not always get off so easily, however. James Peart, a canal worker from Jamaica, was 
accused by his brother-in-law of living with a woman in the Zone even though he had a wife back in Jamaica. The court 
found Peart guilty and sentenced him to three months in prison.“ 

Occasionally the boundaries between adultery and prostitution were difficult to discern. One such case reached the Canal 
Zone Supreme Court in 1908. A man named James McFarlane, who had once worked as a Zone policeman, rose from his 
couch one morning and asked his wife to give him their savings of $315. He said he wanted to go into Panama to buy 
some supplies. He headed to the train station in Culebra and gave the $315 to a Jamaican woman named Mary Cooper. 
McFarlane testified that he was simply giving Cooper the money to hold for him until he returned. Cooper told a different 
story. She testified that McFarlane had paid attention to her for some time and had sought to have sex with her, and that 
because of his attentions she had been beaten by her husband, Dennis Cooper. McFarlane demanded that she rent a 
house where they could be together, she said, and that if she refused he would “dye her husband with blood.” They did 
have sex, she said, and he had given her money as payment for this act. She in turn had passed the $315 on to her 
husband, and upon learning this, McFarlane had forced Cooper to return the money to him. 

The question facing the court was this: Had the money been taken wrongfully from Dennis Cooper? The court found that 
McFarlane’s story was not believable, declaring, “The story he narrates raises a question of the insane asylum or the 
penitentiary for him.” The judges found Mary’s story more probable. They concluded, “The red light of lust illumines this 
case. A lecherous James and a pulchritudinous Mary, utterly destroy the tissue of falsehoods on which this case is built.” 
Citing the civil code of Panama, the judges held that the husband, Dennis Cooper, was not liable to McFarlane for any 
money his wife had received from him. And thus the $315 was ordered returned to Dennis Cooper. 

If adultery and prostitution were murky areas for officials to navigate, cohabitation outside the boundaries of marriage 
likewise troubled them. They could agree in theory that it was bad and immoral. But how bad? They could not decide how 
strenuously to police the problem or how severely to punish offenders. In 1905, Canal Zone governor Charles Magoon 
ordered punishment of any man and woman living together without being legally married. Anyone sharing a room and 
bed would be fined a maximum of $25 and thirty days in jail. If the guilty parties married before their case went to trial, 
they would not be prosecuted. ICC officials devised this law with hopes of nudging West Indian couples, who often lived 
together without a marriage certificate, to undergo the formal ceremony. Over time, however, officials recognized that 
expecting all West Indians to marry was unfeasible, and they decided to turn a blind eye to the common practice. To their 
surprise, meanwhile, cohabitation by white American canal workers proved a more difficult problem, especially since it 
often involved women of color from the West Indies or Panama. 

It is difficult to know how often canal employees engaged in interracial relationships, but popular accounts of the canal 
construction suggest that it was not uncommon. John Hall, a poet who published a book devoted to the “roughneck” 
workers of the Zone in 1912, noted the trend. His poem about a steam-shovel engineer, reminiscent in some ways of the 
African American “John Henry” ballad, added the twist of romance between a skilled white worker and a Panamanian 
woman. The poem depicted Bill Hicks, a steam-shovel man known for his power: 


The “huskies” swore “Bill” was a wonder; 
A marvel of skill in his line. 
He’d swear by the clock as he loaded the rock 


That he’d “rather pull levers than dine.” 
Bill, however, hates women and loves only his steam shovel. Until one day, that is, when a Panamanian woman named 
Juancita comes to watch the steam-shovel engineers: 


The little brown “spick” gazed in wonder 
Such sights she ne’er had beheld. 
Her gaze fell on “Bill,” and he felt a great thrill, 


but his case-hardened spirit rebelled. 


Bill and Juancita soon fall in love. Bill acquires a nickname and is known to all his friends as “Spickety Bill,” because of his 
love for a Panamanian. According to the song, he and his gal remain together until an explosion in Culebra Cut ends his 
life. Then Juancita can be seen shedding tears at the spot where he died.“ 

ICC officials seem not to have taken strenuous action against interracial relationships until near the end of the 
construction era. In 1913, however, Goethals ordered investigations into several cases. One involved a locomotive 
engineer who was living with a light-colored Panamanian woman and their three-year-old daughter in Panama City while 
working for the ICC. The man, whose name was Frank Day, explained to the inspector that he had a wife at home in the 
United States in an insane asylum or otherwise would marry the Panamanian woman. Another locomotive engineer living 
with a Panamanian woman explained he thought it better to live with her than to frequent the houses of ill repute in 
Cocoa Grove. The response of Oscar Hayes, a white canal worker living with a woman in Panama City, was the most 
provocative: he declined, the inspector reported, “to state whether he is married to her or not; he says that he pays the 
house rent, and does not think it is anybody’s business. That he gives the commission 9 hours first class service every day, 
and thinks that is all that is required of him, and he does not want anyone to pry into his private affairs.”*= 

Despite Hayes’s protests regarding his privacy, government officials saw this as an important public issue. Yet most men 
living with women of color were doing so on Panamanian soil, not in the Canal Zone, so the U.S. government had little 
power to change their behavior. Instead, officials sought help from the Panamanian police. If Panama had a law against 
cohabitation, officials thought, then perhaps they could eliminate or at least discourage such offenses. But this strategy 
failed as well when the Panamanian chief of police informed the Zone police that “no law is violated and that on account 
of the quietness observed, and secrecy attempted, it is in no way conducive to disorder or breach of the peace.” Since the 
Republic of Panama would not punish the men, ICC officials decided instead to discharge them the next time the 
supervisor reduced the working force.*® 

Soon several of the men cohabiting with women of color lost their jobs through force reduction and left the isthmus, 
including Oscar Hayes and Frank Day. Several others continued living with women in Panama. Commissioner H. H. 
Rousseau called these remaining men into his office for a conversation in early December 1913. Afterward he felt more 
empathy for their situation and reported to Goethals: “After taking their side of the matter into consideration . . . it does 
not appear to me that there are any facts or occurrence remaining unsettled at the present time which would warrant 
discharge.” Rousseau warned the men, however, “that they are expected to conduct themselves outside working hours in 
a manner that is not detrimental to the Isthmian service as a whole, and that if they do not do so they will have to accept 
the consequences.” The bureaucrats of the Canal Zone agreed with Rousseau’s strategy. Another official commented, 
“While the moral calibre of these men is apparently below par, are they any worse than the men who make a practice of 
frequenting the dives in Panama and Col6n? Without going into any detail it would seem that the single men on the 
Isthmus are in a somewhat peculiar position as regards sexual intercourse.”*4 

Indeed. Officials believed single men required sexual partners, but they wanted no prostitution in the Canal Zone. Yet U.S. 
government officials found it impossible to create an impermeable border between the Zone and the world of Panama. 
The perceived immorality of Panama found its way into the Zone, and officials carefully policed the Zone to try to 
eliminate any houses of prostitution, wandering women “of ill repute,” or pimping. Goethals’s investigators kept an eye 
out for prostitutes on the trains and streets, reporting any who appeared and escorting them out of the Zone and back 
into Panama. Likewise, they investigated charges that white slavery existed in the port cities of Panama. In 1908 an 
American woman running a boardinghouse in Panama City charged that white American girls under the age of twenty- 
two were working as prostitutes in Colén. Goethals sent an investigator to canvass every house of prostitution in Colén 
and Panama City. The investigator reported that he had found only one “white slave,” a girl named Rosa Goodwin who 
claimed to be nineteen. She had come to the Canal Zone from Arkansas via New Orleans along with a Memphis girl, who 
had since married a dredge captain and no longer worked as a prostitute. The investigator noted that Rosa and her friend 
had caused more than a little comment because of their drunken behavior and especially their young age: “The rest of 
them in this town have passed the girlhood stage some time past.” But he confirmed that Rosa was not being held against 
her will.42 

After the U.S. Congress passed the Mann Act in 1910, also known as the “white-slave act,” which outlawed forced 
prostitution and the interstate transportation of females toward that end, the ICC’s Department of Civil Administration 
became more vigilant. M. H. Thatcher, the department’s head, ordered policemen to watch trains and ships entering the 
isthmus for women being transported through Canal Zone territory to the port cities of Panama or other foreign soil for 
“immoral purposes.” Two men and one woman were arrested and sentenced to one or two years’ hard labor in the 
penitentiary for violating the Mann Act. These became the first successful prosecutions for white-slave trafficking. 
Thatcher saluted the Zone policemen in his annual report for 1912 for thus clearing the Zone of “dealers, vicious 
prostitutes, and other undesirables.”*2 

Unfortunately the problem was not so easily resolved. Although prostitution rarely received mention in the annual 
reports of the ICC, concerns were repeatedly voiced over the years not only about prostitutes traveling through the Zone 
but about canal employees commingling with them. The Zone investigator T. B. Miskimon alerted his superiors in 1909 


when a member of the ICC band was seen sitting next to a known prostitute on a train in the Canal Zone: “To my 
knowledge he sat in the same seat with the woman as far as Culebra, and | suppose entertained her as far as Panama. The 
fact of this man being in the uniform of the band, and accompanying such a woman, caused considerable comment. The 
woman, at times, amused herself flirting with the different passengers.”=2 Residents persistently complained to Goethals 
about policemen, including leaders of the force, patronizing prostitutes. One man complained about two Jamaican 
prostitutes who regularly had policemen, including a sergeant, as clients: “We who are on the Zone and try to support the 
decent notions of society, who in our best efforts try to protect our wives and families from all knowledge and contact 
with such characters, are requesting that these women be prosecuted and removed.” The police sergeant in particular 
had been seen caressing a prostitute in public: “This officer is supposed to protect the tenets of the law. He breaks them. 
He openly encourages these women and parades in the company of one of them before the white women of Bas Obispo.” 
This case went to municipal court, but the judge dismissed it for lack of sufficient evidence.2+ 

By 1913 a similar case indicated that officials had grown more determined to rid themselves of prostitutes. The town of 
Gorgona acquired over the years a special fame as a center of prostitution in the Zone. Residents complained about police 
and canal employees frequenting prostitutes. Police established surveillance in the area and determined that several 
women from Jamaica and St. Lucia were seeing white American canal workers. U.S. officials decided they lacked evidence 
to press charges. Instead, they called the offending men in and informed them they must cease visiting such houses if 
they wanted to keep working for the ICC. Then they deported the suspected prostitutes, citing their “general reputation 
and bad conduct.”22 

Male canal employees who sought comfort from other men or from boys were also a problem for government officials, 
police, and judges. The relatively low number of such cases in the judicial records of the Canal Zone leads one to 
speculate that homosexual activity usually remained discreet, unobserved, and therefore tolerated. There is no evidence, 
as there is in the case of prostitution or cohabitation, that the police set up surveillance or otherwise attempted to catch 
men in the act. Instead, there exist merely a handful of complaints by men or boys alleging they were assaulted, or cases 
where suspicious sounds led police to come upon men who failed to exercise discretion. Such was the case, for example, 
of the canal employee John O’Brien and a West Indian boy named Granville Rees. 

Rees lived with his mother in Colén and worked as an office boy for a lawyer there. He met John O’Brien one day as they 
both walked along the main street of Colon. O’Brien invited Rees to his room in the single men’s dormitory in Cristobal, 
took him to his bed, and hugged him, “telling him he was going to use him as he would a girl.” Occupants of the room 
next door heard suspicious noises and beckoned a policeman to investigate. Hearing noise in the room, the policeman 
broke through the door and found both men partially dressed, O’Brien aroused, while Rees hid under the bed. Rees 
testified that he had resisted the sexual assault, but the policeman declared he had seen no signs of struggle. The circuit 
judge found O’Brien guilty of “the infamous crime against nature” and sentenced him to five years in the penitentiary. 
O’Brien appealed the case to the Canal Zone Supreme Court, arguing that Rees had been an accomplice in the crime and 
therefore his testimony should not be sufficient to convict the defendant. The court, while finding that Rees had engaged 
willingly in the sexual act, noted that his testimony was corroborated by others. The judges then abruptly concluded, “We 
do not think it is productive of any good to enter into a fuller discussion of a question of such revolting character.” They 
upheld the lower court’s ruling, and O’Brien was sentenced to the penitentiary.72 

The case of William Waite, a young Barbadian man, provides insight into how the Zone circuit courts and George Goethals 
assessed alleged sexual assault on girls. The victim was an eleven-year-old girl named Keturah Lewis. Waite was a twenty- 
year-old boarder and canal employee in the home of Lewis’s parents in the town of Las Cascadas. She was delivering 
clean clothes to his room one day when, according to her testimony, he took her by force into his bed and “had 
connection” with her. Waite countered that she had consented to the act and had returned another time, when they 
again had intercourse. Waite was found guilty of rape in 1905 and sentenced to five years in the penitentiary. Three years 
later Goethals personally reassessed the crime, noting, “It appears, however, that the girl with whom the offense was 
committed was of such physical development as to lead Waite to believe that she was more than thirteen years of age.” 
Despite the girl’s testimony to the contrary, Goethals declared that she and her parents had all consented to the act and 
that Waite had offered to marry the child, and therefore Goethals pardoned him.>4 

When it came to problems of sexual assault and domestic violence, particularly if they involved U.S. citizens, the police 
and courts in the Canal Zone were at a loss for how to respond. This was comparable to treatment of such cases on the 
U.S. mainland at this time, where family violence was often ignored and few institutional resources existed for its victims. 
In the Canal Zone, notions of white American women’s roles as civilizers and the presence of canal employees’ families as 
a stabilizing and nurturing force made it especially difficult for state authorities to manage effectively—or even publicly 
acknowledge—the existence of turmoil and violence within a family. Nonetheless, Canal Zone residents complained 
frequently to Goethals about men who were verbally or physically cruel to their family members. Goethals tended to take 
little action, but if a man’s physical violence toward a woman became threatening to her health and to the public order, 
then the police and courts typically got involved. In 1905 a woman named Frances Smith was beaten by her partner, Evan 
Barker. A neighbor got Smith to the hospital, where she received treatment by a doctor. The police were informed of the 


incident, and Evan Barker was convicted of assault by the circuit court.55 

Each year thousands of people were arrested in the Canal Zone. The numbers of arrests increased from just over 2,000 
during the 1905 fiscal year to more than 7,000 by fiscal year 1912. When one considers that the entire Canal Zone 
population stood at 62,000 according to the census of 1912, this is a high number of arrests—more than 10 percent of all 
residents. The West Indian and southern European communities saw a disproportionately high number of arrests: nearly 
3,500 West Indians were arrested that year and 538 Spaniards. But U.S. citizens were not far behind, with 517 arrests. 
Most often those arrested were laborers, but there were nearly 200 each of carpenters and brakemen arrested and more 
than 100 foremen, firemen, sailors, and teamsters. Nearly 500 domestic servants were also arrested that year. The most 
common offenses in 1912 were intoxication and/or disorderly conduct (nearly 2,000 people arrested), disturbing the 
peace (800), assault and battery (547), petit larceny (406), loitering (308), and vagrancy (289). Most of the arrests, in 
short, were related to the ICC’s efforts to keep a lid on the tumultuous labor camps and resulted in a fine or brief jail 
sentence. Crimes that landed a man or woman in the penitentiary with a sentence of hard labor included assault with a 
deadly weapon, grand larceny, burglary, manslaughter, murder, rape, trafficking in white slaves, and returning to the 
Zone after having been deported.=2 

Passions and conflicts in the Canal Zone occasionally erupted into violence, with murder sometimes resulting, and 
multiple factors help explain why this happened. Tensions in the labor camps and communities of the Zone ran high; men 
and women worked hard and sometimes drank harder; disagreements within families or between friends or strangers, 
often of different nationalities or races, could turn violent. A closer look at three murder cases sheds light onto social 
tensions that ran through life in the Canal Zone. Each case had a different cause and dynamic, but all three involved 
perceived threats to masculinity and manliness.~2 

One day in 1908 Frank Houston, a skilled American worker, woke up early to prepare for work and went over to the stove 
in the home he shared with his wife. Taking the lids off the stove to start a fire, he noticed a partially burned letter inside 
and saw the words “my own wife.” He removed the letter, stuck it in his pocket, and read it later that day during a break 
on the job. The letter was written to his wife by Harry Stern, an assistant manager at the commissary, and it revealed that 
the two had been carrying on an affair for several months. That evening Houston asked his wife who had visited her the 
night before, and she said, “No one.” He asked her if Stern had visited her, and she said no. He told her about the letter 
and his discovery of the affair, and showed her the pieces. She tried to eat and swallow the letter, but he forced her to 
spit it out. She cried out, “If you let me go this time | will never do it again. | will pack up and take the next boat and never 
bother you again. | will never let another man come in the house.” Houston left the house, found Stern in front of the 
YMCA clubhouse, and asked Stern if he was having an affair with his wife; Stern neither confirmed nor denied it. Pulling 
out a gun, Houston shot Stern. As Stern fell to the ground, he murmured the words “It is all over.” Houston meanwhile 
walked calmly into the YMCA and said to those gathered, “That is all right. | have got my man.” The judge found Houston 
guilty of murder and sentenced him to ten years in the penitentiary.>2 

Houston appealed on several grounds, including the fact that he had been denied a jury trial. One of the judges wrote 
regarding this part of his appeal that “there is not a State or Territory in the Union, or any civilized country in the world 
where he would have been denied a jury on such a charge. . . . The defendant was found guilty by a single judge, and 
sentenced to 10 years’ penal servitude for shooting the destroyer of his home, under circumstances that would probably 
have resulted in his acquittal by any jury in any State of the Union.” But the lower court’s sentence was affirmed on the 
grounds that because he was not charged with murder in the first degree, he did not have the right to a jury trial.2 

A very different case also involved perceived threats to manliness. Several Spanish workers were playing music, dancing, 
and drinking together when their party culminated in a fight between two men and, ultimately, manslaughter. Their party 
must have been a common sort of event in the labor towns of the Zone, particularly among West Indian and southern 
European workers who lacked other forms of entertainment. In this case the party continued for a while until one of the 
men decided to escort the women in attendance home since they had to rise especially early the next morning. A 
Spaniard named Desiderio Rodriguez protested the departure of the women and accused the man escorting them, Andres 
Oriza, of being a pimp. Their disagreement escalated into a contest over masculinity, with Rodriguez taunting Oriza, “I am 
a man—come outside here so that you can see.” Oriza responded, “You are not a man to fight with me.” Their fighting 
turned physical as Rodriguez pulled out a knife and stabbed Oriza in the neck. “Carajo, you have cut me,” Oriza said, 
groaning. He picked up a club and managed to strike Rodriguez with it before falling to the ground and muttering, “My 
mother,” as his final words. Rodriguez, a twenty-year-old canal worker, told a different story, saying that Oriza attacked 
him and he used his knife only in self-defense. He had always been afraid of Oriza, he argued. The judge in this case found 
the witnesses more credible. He convicted Rodriguez of manslaughter but sentenced him to only fifteen months in 
prison. 

A final example began in the red-light district of Panama City known as Cocoa Grove, and it suggests how fine the line 
between the “civilization” of the Canal Zone and the “disorder” of Panama City actually was. In November 1912, on a 
moonlit night, two young Panamanian prostitutes named Julia Vega and Petra Garcia were standing outside the cantina 
where they worked, talking. At about 3:00 a.m., they decided to hire a coach along with a male friend and go for a ride. 


They waved down a Jamaican driving a horse-pulled carriage and asked him to head out of town. Meanwhile, a man 
named Francisco Zaldivar was watching them. Zaldivar had arrived earlier that night at the cantina with a bunch of friends 
and had spent the night joking, singing, and kicking back about twelve beers. He and Vega had lived together for about a 
year. The day before, the two had quarreled over a man with whom Zaldivar had found Vega, and she had called the 
police on him. She had also told him that if he continued to threaten her, she would call the police again. 

On the fateful night, Zaldivar was still extremely angry with Vega. He observed the two women leave in the coach and 
decided to hire one himself and follow them. As her coach sped out of town, Vega turned around and saw Zaldivar 
following her. Scared, she told her driver to speed up but also to turn around and head back to town. The driver urged the 
horses to go faster, but at some point his hat flew off his head, and he stopped the coach to get out and pick it up. 
Zaldivar caught up with them, climbed up onto their coach, and demanded to know why Vega had called the police on 
him. He called her a whore and then shot three bullets into her chest. She gasped, “Aye, Mother,” and died. Zaldivar 
threatened to shoot the coach driver and Petra Garcia as well, but they successfully pleaded with him to spare their lives. 
A witness who had been with Zaldivar at the bar and had known him for fifteen years said Zaldivar had fought to win 
independence for the Republic of Panama. Another who knew him said, “Up to now | had always known Zaldivar to be a 
gentleman.” 

Because the coaches, in their journey, had crossed the border from Panama into the Canal Zone, the murder case was 
tried before a jury in the Zone’s circuit court. The jury found Zaldivar guilty of murder, and the court sentenced him to 
death by hanging. The Supreme Court of the Panama Canal Zone affirmed the lower court’s decision. One judge 
dissented, arguing that due to extenuating circumstances (intoxication and the presence of another man in the carriage 
with Vega), the sentence should be life in prison rather than death. Unfortunately for Francisco Zaldivar, the sentence 
stood. He was executed at the penitentiary in Culebra the following year.®+ 


THE PROBLEM of law and order in the Zone demonstrates that Goethals’s machine of “benevolent despotism” generated 
more resistance than compliance. Officials had firm notions of acceptable moral and social behavior, but they also needed 
to allow canal employees and their families some latitude to throw off the regimentation of their workdays in order to 
relax and prepare for the next one. Officials used the police, the courts, the prisons, and the chief engineer’s personal 
investigator to intervene and set the boundaries of permitted behavior. Their efforts were often futile, however. 
Disorderly behavior, intoxication, loitering, and vagrancy were epidemic. As the courts grew busier, officials increasingly 
relied less on deportation and more on imprisonment as the ultimate punishment. And they got the word out: by 
requiring hard labor of all convicts, even the penal system was structured to serve the need for maximum labor 
productivity. Despite their best efforts at social engineering, the ICC officials’ most efficient machine for creating labor 
discipline involved a ball and chain and a striped uniform. 

Ultimately, their efforts to achieve a balance between repression and permissiveness failed. The world of the Zone was 
simultaneously too regimented and too wild to serve as the orderly civilization officials hoped to create. The social 
tensions and pressures generated by the demands of construction and by Goethals’s attempt at social control sought an 
outlet beyond the controlled boundaries of the Canal Zone. The ICC officials tried over the years to insulate the Zone from 
what they perceived as the disorder and moral disease of Panama City and Colon. The reality was more complex. Even if 
they had tried, officials could not insulate the port cities of Panama from the social tensions, disorder, and subterranean 
protests they were generating among canal employees and their families in the Zone. The saloons and dance halls of 
Panama’s port cities tempted canal workers and U.S. troops by the multitude, putting the touted “civilization” of the 
United States on course to collide with the people of the Republic of Panama. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE RIOTS OF COCOA GROVE 
DURING THE years of the canal’s construction, the Fourth of July emerged as a day for hundreds of American soldiers, 
marines, canal employees, and their families to leave the Canal Zone and celebrate their nation’s independence in 
Panama City. Every year the Army and Marines hosted several hours of patriotic exercises, band playing, and athletic 
competitions. Afterward, as the crowds dispersed, many participants and spectators headed to the entertainment district 
of Panama City, a small area known as Cocoa Grove, where saloons and brothels lined the streets. Typically, the 
Americans’ carousing continued throughout the day and well into the night. Often on such occasions, Cocoa Grove 
became an explosive site, as long-simmering tensions between the Americans and the Panamanians, West Indians, and 
other immigrant workers residing there found an outlet in disagreements small or large. In 1912, however, the 
celebrations turned deadly and provoked a crisis in U.S.-Panamanian relations. 
According to testimony given later to U.S. and Panamanian investigators, U.S. military personnel and canal employees had 
entered Cocoa Grove shouting patriotic slogans. Many of them had been drinking throughout the day. They celebrated 
late into the night, growing steadily more unruly and throwing lit firecrackers into saloon windows and carriages passing 
by. As the Americans’ revelry became more boisterous, residents and business owners of the district began to complain, 
until at last the Panamanian police felt compelled to restore order. The police attempted to subdue the crowd, but when 
many Americans resisted their authority, the conflict intensified into a full-blown riot, with Panamanian civilians 
sometimes stepping in to assist their nation’s police. When the violence subsided, Ralph Davis, a U.S. citizen who had 
been working in Cocoa Grove as a bartender, was dead from a bayonet wound. Many other Americans received serious 
wounds that required hospitalization, while others were thrown in Panamanian jails, an indignity they considered 
unacceptable for U.S. citizens.+ 
The United States and the Republic of Panama interpreted the riot in very different ways. Their conflicting perspectives 
generated a ferocious battle not only over the immediate events but also, ultimately, over each nation’s relative power. 
How did this particular riot, more than any previous conflict, come to both epitomize and exacerbate the hostilities 
between the two countries? From 1904 to 1914, Colén and Panama City often served as escapes from the regimented 
world of the Canal Zone, places to engage in activities prohibited in the Zone, and often such behaviors escalated into 
hostile interactions with Panamanians who resented the presence of the United States and the accommodations their 
leaders had made to the Americans’ power. Rival claims for power by Panamanian police versus Zone police often 
provoked tensions and violence. The port cities of Panama also served over the years as crucial staging grounds for 
America’s empire, providing not only entertainment districts but also housing and supplies for thousands of canal 
laborers who chose not to live in the Zone. The Zone itself had been a pressure cooker, creating resentments that had 
little to do with the Republic of Panama yet could not easily be released or resolved amid the U.S. government’s 
disciplined world. In 1912 hostilities in the Zone and in the Republic of Panama expressed themselves through rival visions 
of honor, nationalism, and sovereignty. U.S. citizens saw themselves as expressing their patriotism, while residents of 
Panama City reacted with a sense of injured pride and indignation. It was hardly coincidental, then, that the breakdown of 
chief engineer Goethals’s machine, crafted so carefully to ensure social peace and labor discipline, expressed itself 
through a deadly conflict between Panamanians and Zone residents. 
“THE COUNTRY WAS BEING FOREIGNIZED” 
Although the young Republic of Panama faced criticism from many who saw it as a corrupt product of American 
imperialism, in fact there were striking parallels between the situation of Panama and that of its Latin American 
neighbors. Panama’s leaders had lobbied Colombia for decades for more independence so they could pursue their 
commercial and economic fortunes. Well-to-do Panamanians felt neglected by Colombia, and so the revolution of 1903 
grew out of overlapping ambitions on the part of Panamanian and American elites. When Colombia rejected the treaty 
that would have granted to the United States the right to build the canal, American leaders and their counterparts in 
Panama felt angry. United both in their portrayal of Colombian politicians as self-interested barbarians denying 
commercial progress to the isthmus and in their vision of the canal construction as a civilizing force that would benefit the 
entire world, the Americans and some Panamanian leaders joined together to work toward independence. Once on its 
own, the new nation-state of Panama moved to fulfill its destiny and bring progress and Western civilizing forces to the 
isthmus. Its leaders adopted as the nation’s motto a phrase that must have pleased President Roosevelt: “For the Benefit 
of the World.”2 Yet its alliance with the United States brought tumultuous social and economic change to Panama and 
profound challenges to its sovereignty. In 1910, James Bryce, the British ambassador to the United States, visited the 
isthmus and observed the control exerted by the United States over Panama. He declared that the Republic of Panama “is 
so absolutely at its [America’s] mercy, created and existing solely by its favour, that the United States can treat the region 
as its own property, and do just what it likes.” 
Their partnership with Panamanian leaders was certainly a great boon for U.S. officials, who needed the independent 
republic to play a variety of roles in support of their empire. Building the canal required efforts to rule over men and 
women not only in the Canal Zone but also in Panama. Few of Panama’s affairs would remain untouched by the United 


States in the years that followed. The vast rebuilding of Panama’s port cities by the United States—for example, the 
building of roads, streets, sewers, and water lines—sometimes generated problems that required intervention by both 
the U.S. and the Panamanian governments. Fumigation work by the ICC Sanitation Department during the early years of 
construction led to small armies of men sweeping through urban neighborhoods. In February 1905 alone, nearly 350 
homes in Panama City were fumigated, with gas bombs of pyrethrum set off to kill any mosquitoes or germs. The 
fumigation work repeatedly caused fires, and then the United States typically assumed responsibility and agreed to 
compensate owners. A more difficult challenge lay in deciding the value of the property. In 1906 a major fire in Panama 
City attributed to U.S. fumigation efforts led to the creation of a joint commission with representatives from both the 
United States and Panama to decide the property value involved. The two could not agree. Finally, the commission 
disbanded, and a neutral umpire assessed the damages instead.4 

The joint commission was indicative of a general trend: the United States became deeply involved in the affairs of 
Panama, playing an influential role in its government and economy. In 1906, for example, the government of Panama 
decided a streetcar system should be built throughout Panama City. A man named Henry T. Cook bid successfully to win 
the job. Part of his contract, however, stipulated that he would be responsible for maintaining the paved streets to either 
side of the tracks. Since the United States had paved these streets, Cook had to win permission from the United States to 
lay his streetcar tracks. U.S. officials declared they would give permission only if Cook put up a $25,000 bond contingent 
on proper repaving of any streets he tore up. Cook declined to put up the bond and began constructing the tracks. The 
U.S. government then asked the Republic of Panama to enforce an order that forbade anyone from doing excavation 
work until financial arrangements had been made for the refilling and repaving of the streets—an amount estimated at 
exactly $25,000. Panama carried out the Americans’ request, and construction of Cook’s streetcar system was halted until 
he made the requisite financial arrangements. 

U.S. citizens rapidly moved into important government positions in the Republic of Panama. Many Americans became 
government advisers or inspectors, helping to oversee preparations for elections, overhauling the police, and 
administering Panama’s finances. Americans ran the Instituto Nacional, the country’s dominant educational institution. 
They headed the Santo Tomas Hospital, working with an American woman who supervised nurses at the same institution. 
“The country was being foreignized,” noted one Panamanian observer. ICC officials contracted with Panama’s 
government to build railroads connecting its cities to smaller towns, to care for mentally ill Panamanians in Zone 
hospitals, and to educate Panamanian children in Zone schools. The United States nudged Panama’s leaders to enforce 
important laws, especially regarding labor recruitment and the maintenance of order.£ The border separating the Canal 
Zone from Panama was deliberately kept permeable in many respects. Immigrants traveled freely from one side to the 
other. Accused criminals could easily be extradited from Panama to the Canal Zone or vice versa. In 1910, when Congress 
passed the Mann Act, Panama and the ICC worked together to enforce it in the Canal Zone. When ICC officials suspected 
that white prostitutes were being brought to the isthmus via the ports of Panama and were traveling on the Panama 
Railroad (which was operated by the U.S. government), they collaborated with Panama to track down and arrest those 
responsible.4 

The close ties between U.S. and Panamanian officials were perhaps bound to generate tensions among the citizens of 
Panama. Sometimes the alliance seemed not only intimate but in visible violation of Panamanian sovereignty. A prime 
example of this occurred in 1909 when a labor agent attempted to recruit canal workers away to other parts of Latin 
America. Throughout the construction decade ICC officials went to great lengths to investigate and deport labor agents 
seeking to “steal” canal workers. Hoping to eliminate the practice in Panama as well as in the Canal Zone, the ICC asked 
Panama to pass a decree prohibiting the recruiting of laborers within its territory as well, and the Panamanian 
government complied in 1909. A U.S. citizen named W. P. Spiller violated the decree by recruiting workers in Panama and 
sending them on to Colombia, where they awaited his arrival so he could escort them to a plantation in Brazil. The 
Panamanian government therefore ordered that Spiller be deported, but the Supreme Court of Panama disagreed, 
arguing that deportation would deprive Spiller of his liberty. The government of Panama then overruled its own Supreme 
Court in deference to the wishes of the United States and deported Spiller to New York in December 1909. Among 
Panamanian businessmen and residents generally, the British consul reported, “the action of the Government in 
deporting Spiller without trial at the request of the Canal Authorities in defiance of the Supreme Court is generally 
condemned, and expression has been given to much anti-American sentiment.”2 

Meanwhile, foreigners, particularly from the United States and Britain, intervened economically in Panamanian affairs. 
They dominated much of public finance and commercial agriculture, entering the banking industry as well as the 
production of coffee, sugar, tropical fruits, cattle ranching, and lumber. The United Fruit Company soared to prominence 
across the province of Bocas del Toro as Panama granted land concessions. In 1906 the British consul reported that 
Panama’s economy was so vibrant it would soon rival that of the French era. He described the prevalence of U.S. 
entrepreneurs: “American manufacturers display unusual energy to compete for the new trade; their agents overrun the 
entire Isthmus, agencies have been opened, and information is gathered which will enable them to understand precisely 
what kind of purchases of machinery and supplies will have to be made by the Commission during the construction of the 
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Canal.” The boundary between Panama and the Zone remained porous economically, much to the disadvantage of the 
former. Commissaries run by the ICC and private businesses in the Zone paid no import duties on their vast array of 
commodities, and a thriving unofficial market emerged in Col6n and Panama City as entrepreneurs with access to the 
commissaries purchased excess goods and then sold them to eager consumers. Panamanian merchants, who did have to 
pay import tariffs, found it impossible to compete with these cheaper goods from Zone commissaries and businesses, and 
this became a source of great resentment. Soon the republic was awash in Zonian products.2 

The demographic transformation created by the French and the American canal construction projects caused an 
explosion in the populations of Panama City and Col6n. Tens of thousands of people were drawn to the isthmus, arriving 
with hopes of jobs in the Zone or the promise of work in the bustling service economy that emerged in Panama City and 
Colén. Many of these immigrants settled in one of Panama’s two cities, preferring not to live in the Canal Zone because of 
poor conditions and repressive policies, and vast tenement neighborhoods arose to house them. As many as 200,000 
West Indians arrived on the isthmus during the construction era and businesses, churches, and social institutions 
emerged to serve them. The heterogeneous culture that resulted discomfited many Panamanians, who felt uneasy about 
the African heritage of West Indians as well as the Anglo-Caribbean traditions and language possessed by so many of 
them.22 

West Indians constituted only one of many groups arriving on ships day after day. Thousands of others arrived as well, 
including Americans, Italians, Greeks, Spaniards, Chinese, South Asians, Britons, Germans, Canadians, Colombians, 
Peruvians, and Costa Ricans. Many of these sojourners were on their way to the Zone, but others were drawn by 
Panama’s expanding economy. The presence of so many diverse groups made Panama City and Col6n renowned for their 
sophisticated, international atmosphere. Added to the polyglot residents were crowds of tourists, especially wealthy 
Americans and English who put Panama on their world tour so they could witness firsthand the marvels of the canal. One 
such tourist explored Panama City and described the vision before him: “A Panamanian cart, loaded with English tea 
biscuit, drawn by an old American army mule, driven by a Hindu wearing a turban, drove up in front of a Chinese shop. 
The Jamaican clerk, aided by the San Blas errand boy . . . supervise[d] the unloading.” This tourist’s account continued: 
“That is Panama every day. Across the street is an Italian lace shop run by a Jew.” To some native-born Panamanians, 
these demographic changes threatened to dilute the Hispanic character of the isthmus. The Jamaican who ran his modest 
business with a picture of King George on the wall seemed to them entirely out of place and inappropriate. The growing 
working class of Panama City and Colén had its own needs and appeared ready to make more forceful demands of the 
nation’s small elite. Thus the canal project brought more than diversity: it overhauled social and political relations in a 
way that compromised the ability of elites to continue their rule.*4 

Cocoa Grove, the major entertainment district of Panama City, stood at the center of these tumultuous changes. The 
modestly sized neighborhood, about ten square blocks, was packed with saloons, dance halls, and brothels. The latter, 
with names like the Navaho, La Boheme, and the Tuxedo, crowded up against hotels, Chinese lottery shops, and Chinese 
and Panamanian restaurants. Panama City was known for its nightlife. The English traveler Winifred James, who explored 
much of the Caribbean and Central America in the early twentieth century, wrote of Panama City as a busy and 
cosmopolitan town where the bars played music until late into the night. The streets and sidewalks of Cocoa Grove were 
typically crowded with carriages and horses, hawkers and peddlers. James toured the city one night by carriage and 
described a common scene: “As we pass by a cantina at the corner of a square, suddenly there is a pistol shot from 
upstairs. The men sitting at the tables start and look at one another, and some loiterers upon the pavement gather at the 
entrance. Only the man who is serving the drinks is undisturbed. He goes on serenely polishing the glass in his hand. This 
place is known as one where such things as pistol shots have been heard before with rather grim results. It behooves the 
barman to keep his head lest a panic should attract the law. Our driver is not unduly moved, and shrugs his shoulders 
when we ask him what it means.”*4 

Many Panamanians worked in Cocoa Grove, but so did a great many Americans and Europeans—as bartenders, 
waitresses, prostitutes, and piano players. One of the most successful madams in Cocoa Grove was a U.S. citizen named 
Alice Ward, and indeed prostitutes in the district so often hailed from the United States that a slang term for prostitute 
was “American woman.”2 While visiting the isthmus, Winifred James attended a white-slavery trial held in the Canal 
Zone courts, and her report gives us firsthand a sense of the international origins of Cocoa Grove prostitutes. A 
Southampton man had been convicted of white-slave trade and sentenced to a year in prison. Now three women were 
accused of having arrived on the isthmus with him. All three argued they had come to Panama of their own free will, 
planning to open a business. They had needed more money, however, and so entered a brothel as prostitutes to earn 
some cash. Since prostitution was legal in Panama, they would be allowed to practice their trade unhindered if they could 
prove their story. If not, they would face deportation or prison. 

The three women hailed from France, England, and the United States. James described each one. The Frenchwoman had 
been a milliner off Tottenham Road in London, and James felt no pity for her: “Trim, well-corsetted in a corsetless 
country, her hair smartly dressed, her face carefully made up, she commanded respect through the respect she showed 
herself. All through her cross-examination she lied very heartily.” Angry and indignant, she rebelled against the 


proceedings in every way, her foot tapping impatiently through the trial, and James felt she would someday return to 
respectability in her home country. The second woman, from Hampstead, England, was the mirror opposite: “Untidy, 
slatternly, she made you feel that she would have been little use either as a servant or a prostitute. Her hair was twisted 
up anyhow, her dress disordered. She made purposeless, bewildered movements with her pasty-white, irritating hands, 
and looked helplessly around her like an animal that is seeking an escape.”And finally, there was the American woman, 
with her “good-natured acceptance of things as they were, whether they turned out dressmaking or the other thing, she 
apparently had no more sexual morality than the other two, yet she affected one very much as a nice morning does; she 
seemed clean and nice and fresh.” Of the three, James concluded, only the Frenchwoman was likely to see her life turn 
out right. But James hoped the best for the American, too, as “she was a nice little thing.”*4 

Canal employees and U.S. military personnel often turned to Cocoa Grove for adventure and recreation since activities in 
the Zone were so limited and tame. Gambling and prostitution, effectively banned in the Zone, were omnipresent in 
Panama City’s entertainment district. While the United States had the power to eliminate a red-light neighborhood like 
Cocoa Grove, ICC officials implicitly depended on it as a place where canal employees could relax before heading back for 
another period of construction work.*2 The entertainment district offered live music, free-flowing alcohol in comfortable 
saloons (with chairs!), fascinating crowds of people from all over the world, and partying that lasted most of the night, 
every night. There was a sense in Col6n and Panama City that identities became more fluid and that one might interact 
with a very different set of people. A poem by John Hall, published in 1912, expressed this mixture of danger and 
opportunity canal workers enjoyed when they visited Col6n. Roughnecks gambling their money away, racial 
transformations, interracial romances, and the white-slave trade all made entrances into Hall’s poem: 


AS IT WAS 
‘Way down in Colon town, 
The land of the gambler clan. 
‘Way down in Colon town, 
Where they “trim” the roughneck man. 
Where night’s turned into day, 
And the “live-ones’” coin goes fast: 
Where the suckers like to play; 
Where the “gringo” hates the past. 
Where mateless men soon mate; 
Where siren’s song sounds sweet; 
Where jeering men mock Fate; 
Where siren’s life is fleet. 
Where water man ne’er craves, 
And beer the drunkard spurns, 
And adds one to the graves 
When wine his liver burns. 
‘Way down in Colon town 
Where Mongol mates with Turk; 
Where white man’s skin is brown; 


Where white-slave traders lurk.+® 

In all these ways Panama City and Colon provided an escape from the more regimented, respectable, and segregated 
world of the Zone. Soldiers and marines on U.S. military bases enjoyed the contrast as much as canal employees did. Their 
environment was even more segregated than that of canal workers, their only nonleisure contact with Panamanians or 
West Indians coming when workers brought food into the base or arrived to pick up laundry, or when military duties took 
them into Panama. And although officials at the time portrayed Panama City and Coldn as sources of disorder and 
worried that the wildness of Panama would cross boundaries and enter the Zone, the truth lay at least equally the other 
way around. U.S. canal employees and military personnel crossing into Panama after a week or two of hard-driving labor 
discipline, jockeying for social and economic position, and feeling they had earned a chance to let loose were a source of 
disorder and disharmony, especially once they entered districts like Cocoa Grove. 

The U.S. military already had a long history on the Isthmus of Panama at the time construction began in 1904. In 1856, 
during construction of the Panamanian railroad by U.S. companies, the United States sent 160 soldiers to put down the 
Watermelon Riot, an event that eerily echoed the Cocoa Grove riots of the early twentieth century, similarly involving 
tensions over sovereignty and race. In the decades between that intervention and Panamanian independence in 1903, 
the U.S. military intervened thirteen more times.+4 Marines began serving in the Zone in 1904, as U.S. possession and 
preparations for canal construction began. In late 1911, nearly one thousand soldiers representing the U.S. Army’s Tenth 
Infantry Regiment arrived on the isthmus, many of them fresh from their work suppressing the insurrection of Filipinos 
against the U.S. government. The number of soldiers increased gradually to fifteen hundred. They were new to the Canal 


Zone and would replace the marines altogether by 1914 (to the dismay of the latter, whose officer had proclaimed his 
men “as essential for the completion of the Canal as the steam shovel”). The soldiers set to work conducting surveys and 
maneuvers throughout the Zone and the Republic of Panama. They and the marines served also as an auxiliary police 
force, and in the decades that followed, Panamanian officials often relied on U.S. troops to help them quell riots, strikes, 
and popular uprisings, to provide support for endangered presidential administrations, and to oversee elections. The 
thousands of soldiers and marines in the Panama Canal Zone came most often from rough working-class communities of 
the United States. Unemployment, a desire for adventure, a migratory life—these were just some of the factors that likely 
led them to enlist in the military. Not only were their lives more racially segregated than those of canal employees; 
soldiers and marines also had fewer opportunities for leisure, which led them often to seek entertainment in Panama 
City.48 
The chagrin of some white-collar canal employees over blue-collar workers’ tendency to go “whoring” and drinking in 
Cocoa Grove every weekend was noted earlier. U.S. officials had to work to keep not only American canal employees 
under control but also military personnel and Zone policemen, particularly when they visited Panama City. Goethals’s 
inspector T. B. Miskimon reported on numerous troubles, including marines who begged for money in the streets of 
Panama City so they could buy drugs. The inspector referred to them as “snifflers,” remarking, “They will go in the saloons 
and beg money, openly stating that they do not want anything to drink but do want the money for Cocaine. | personally 
saw about eight marines indulging in this practice on the streets of Panama last evening.” Even in the relatively tame 
Zone, policemen engaged in some unprofessional behavior. One afternoon two officers on the Zone police force, for 
example, rode their horses into a Zone saloon, dismounted at the bar, and ordered drinks. As they drank, one of the 
horses defecated on the floor. Seemingly unperturbed, the policemen finished their drinks, jumped on their horses, and 
departed.+2 
Ample evidence suggests that Americans visiting Cocoa Grove sometimes brought with them not only unrestrained 
behavior but also arrogant and patronizing attitudes. They were tempted by the perceived danger and disorder of Cocoa 
Grove and wanted to interact with the wilder side of Panama, but they also looked down on the nation and its people. 
Like more elite Americans, they tended to regard Panamanians as an inferior and less civilized race. Joseph Bucklin 
Bishop, the secretary of the Isthmian Canal Commission, commented: “The average American has the utmost contempt 
for a Panaman and never loses an opportunity, especially when drunk, to show it.”22. The combination of their 
unrespectable behavior and swaggering attitudes led many, not only Panamanians, to question whether the Americans 
were bringing civilization or barbarism to the isthmus. Innumerable problematic incidents emerged in these years. State 
Department officials worried over opium and cocaine trafficking and outbreaks of violence that resulted from drunken 
revelers in Cocoa Grove. Stories spread of canal employees routinely drinking to excess, of men spending all weekend ina 
drunken state in Cocoa Grove. Tourists received warnings to beware of rowdy Americans in Panama City, and it was said 
that well-to-do Panamanian women rarely ventured out into the city, fearing the Americans who would crowd them off 
sidewalks and into the street. Even Americans received warnings to beware their countrymen. When the American 
traveler Evelyn Saxton arrived in Panama City by train, her husband failed to meet her at the station. A young Panamanian 
man urged her not to wait at the station as “there are rough Americans about who would not hesitate to insult you.” 
Saxton responded that she had nothing to fear, as she was herself an American. She received the following response: 
“The Americans | know about Panama are not of your class. They are here in great numbers, and they are very rough and 
vulgar.”24 
These frictions were indicative of the complex relationship between Panamanians and Americans. Panamanian elites 
wanted and needed the presence of the United States and its canal construction project, seeing it as a path to modernity 
and civilization. Yet the American project did not bring the benefits Panamanians had hoped for, and the crowds of 
Americans flooding into the city streets of Panama often seemed uncivilized and disorderly. In the years after canal 
construction began, the Panamanian police were often instructed to restore order in Cocoa Grove when violence broke 
out, using their authority as representatives of the Republic of Panama to calm the behavior of American canal 
employees, Zone policemen, soldiers, and marines enjoying their off-duty leisure time. Yet when disturbances emerged in 
Panama City or Colon, when the working masses of Panama made demands, rioted, or went on strike, or when elections 
caused social disorder, those same American soldiers, marines, or Zone policemen marched in to preserve the power of 
Panamanian elites. Each side, in short, needed the other, and each side felt disdain for the other. 

THE TEMPEST OF PANAMANIAN POLITICS 
During the decade of canal construction from 1904 to 1914, Panamanian politics was tempestuous, as conservatives and 
liberals struggled for control over the government. Conservatives worked to maintain their power as they faced a 
crescendo of critiques and opposition by liberals and nationalists. Amid the turmoil, however, three themes remained 
constant: no group reached out effectively to the urban working classes, most of them people of color; the police grew 
increasingly important for shoring up the regime in power; and Panamanian politics was bound up with the United States 
in ways that challenged the republic’s independence and caused increasing bitterness. 
The first president of the Republic of Panama, Manuel Amador Guerrero, recommended to the United States just as his 


tenure began in 1904 that the Panamanian army be disbanded. A member of the Conservative Party, Amador portrayed 
the army as beholden to the Liberal forces in his country and requested that the U.S. military and an armed Panamanian 
police force take the place of the military. Later that year, in the autumn of 1904, an army general demanded resignations 
of two people in Amador’s government, and U.S. officials feared a coup was looming, so they took action. American 
soldiers entered Panama City, surrounded the presidential palace, and protected Amador as he disbanded the army. This 
allowed Amador to solidify his tie with the United States and weaken his opposition. Next Amador took steps to 
strengthen the Panamanian police and turn the force into a loyal band supporting his rule. He created a national guard as 
the nation’s police force, invited the New York City police officer Samuel David to Panama to develop “scientific 
instruction” for them, and then began using the police to suppress popular unrest and intimidate voters on election day. 
By 1906 the police had become a “band of armed partisan supporters,” enforcing the political wishes of Conservatives. 
During elections the police were known to vote repeatedly and to protect other Conservatives as they voted repeatedly. 
Meanwhile, the police served also as the sole defenders of their nation’s dignity and security and as the group responsible 
for maintaining law and order. Their diverse functions sometimes collided with one another, placed them in constant 
conflict with U.S. citizens and Zone policemen, and made them feared by many canal employees—especially those who 
lived in Panama. This began the process that, by the 1940s, would make the police a dominant force in the affairs of a 
fragmented Panamanian nation.22 

The police became well known for their aggressive and sometimes brutal tactics, and elites regularly relied on them to 
suppress strikes or riots by working-class Panamanians and to intimidate voters on election day. From the perspective of 
U.S. officials, the repeated episodes in which the police used heavy-handed tactics against Americans or non-American 
canal employees were particularly problematic. During the early years of construction the ICC was “embarrassed” by the 
“daily or hourly” conflicts over territorial jurisdiction that broke out between Panamanian and Zone policemen. Such 
difficulties decreased but never disappeared, and American and non-American canal employees came to regard 
Panamanian policemen with suspicion and fear. Over the years Panamanian police were alleged several times to have 
beaten West Indian canal employees. Of even greater concern to ICC officials was a pattern of violence committed by 
Panamanian police against U.S. citizens. In June 1906 several U.S. marines and a Navy man were arrested and mistreated 
by the Panamanian police. On Christmas in 1906 a riot broke out in Coldn between Panamanian police and American 
canal workers. In another incident that same year, Zone policemen, themselves not unwilling to use force when they felt 
it necessary, seemed shocked when they watched three Panamanian police chase an escaped Panamanian prisoner into 
the Zone and beat him with clubs and a board. Drunk and exhausted from running, he offered no resistance. The 
Panamanian police hid their badges before beginning to beat the man, knowing that they were violating their own 
government’s procedures. The three policemen were arrested and put on trial for beating the man and for invading 
foreign soil. The Canal Zone district court found them guilty and fined each policeman $25.23 

When Panamanian police manhandled a U.S. citizen, American officials reacted heatedly and, it occurred to many, 
insultingly. The British consul reported to his Foreign Office that in 1907 several U.S. naval officers had entered a brothel 
in Colén, gotten drunk, and caused a disturbance. They had been arrested by the Panamanian police, and although they 
were clearly in the wrong, the Panamanian chief of police “was made the scapegoat and was dismissed to appease the 
wrath of American citizens in the Canal Zone who considered that officers in uniform should be immune from arrest even 
if they break the laws in a foreign country.” In 1908 a fight in a Colén brothel ended with an American sailor stabbed by a 
Panamanian. The sailor died, and a U.S. investigation claimed that the Panamanian police had treated him poorly, not 
providing medical attention or even water in the three hours between the stabbing and his death. U.S. secretary of state 
Elihu Root sent a note to the president of Panama that, the British consul reported to his superiors, “is rude and insulting, 
and a warning has been given that the illtreatment of Americans by the Panama police will not be tolerated again.” Back 
in London, a British official watching relations between the United States and Panama deteriorate commented: “Incidents 
of this kind are not calculated to increase the popularity of the United States in Central America.”24 

In 1908 a broad coalition emerged in Panamanian politics that united landowners and wealthy merchants with foreign 
investors and middle-class merchants. Hoping to profit from the canal project, this coalition rose to power and elected 
José Domingo de Obaldia to the presidency. However, although Obaldia invited some Liberals into his government, his 
policies struck many Panamanians as too conservative and pro-American. Indeed, U.S. officials visibly demonstrated their 
close alliance with his administration. Goethals’s personal investigator noted unhappily after the election that George 
Shanton, the chief of the Canal Zone police, had ridden his horse in the post-election parade at the lead of the pro- 
Obaldia forces. Obaldia alienated nationalists and many middle-class citizens, and he angered urban workers by refusing 
to improve their living conditions and by using the police to suppress strikes.22 

Obaldia’s unpopular presidency ended when he died unexpectedly in 1910. He was succeeded by Carlos Mendoza, a 
Liberal mulatto, whose politics and race provoked a crisis in Panamanian politics and in U.S.-Panamanian relations. 
Mendoza was said to have black Panamanians as his base of support, wrote Richard Marsh, a junior diplomatic officer 
representing the United States, and they are “mostly ignorant and irresponsible, unable to meet the serious obligations of 
citizenship in a Republic.” President Taft, it was said, disliked Mendoza and did not want to see any other Liberal replace 


him. This was explosive news, suggesting that the United States would not allow Liberals to attain power. The United 
States pressured Mendoza to resign, and the British consul reported warily: “If that happens, his friends—and he is very 
popular with the masses—will become very excited, but as four American cruisers are timed to arrive in the Bay when the 
Assembly meets, and there is a strong military contingent in the Canal Zone, it is unlikely there will be any disturbance of 
public order.”2° 

In the end, Richard Marsh secured Mendoza’s resignation by threatening that the U.S. military would occupy and annex 
his country. Taft and Goethals distanced themselves from Marsh at this point, with Taft declaring, “We have such control 
in Panama, that no Government elected by them will feel a desire to antagonise the American Government.” British 
diplomats watched the U.S. missteps with stifled amusement. Most of them believed that Marsh had acted on orders 
from his superiors, and one noted, “This shows how the U.S.G. treat a ‘sister Republic.’”Another commented, “The 
sequence of events constitute a chapter of the most extraordinary acts of diplomatic bungling ever perpetrated in the 
Latin American Republics by U.S. officials.”22 

After Mendoza resigned, the United States placed Pablo Arosemena in the presidency but also, as a significant 
compromise, allowed the well-known nationalist Belisario Porras to become Panama’s minister to the United States, with 
the idea that he would be the Liberal candidate for the presidency in 1912. A leader of Panama’s Liberal forces in the 
Guerra de los Mil Dias (the Colombian war of 1899 to 1902 in which Liberals rebelled against the Conservative national 
government), Porras had opposed the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty on the grounds that it compromised Panama’s 
sovereignty. Because of this, President Amador had stripped Porras of his citizenship, forcing him to leave the country, 
which only reinforced his identity as the nation’s leading nationalist. While his leadership over the Liberal and nationalist 
factions was unrivaled and he possessed strong working-class support, Porras remained the enemy of Conservatives.28 
The election of 1912 thus emerged as a crucial contest. President Arosemena, originally intended to serve in office only 
until the next election, decided he enjoyed the position. Although he personally could not run for reelection, he worked 
to hold on to power by electing his allies. Conservatives nominated a fairly unknown Pedro Diaz and formed a coalition to 
oppose Porras for the presidency, attempting to discredit the nationalist by accusing him of treason.22 The United States 
had been involved in Panamanian politics since the republic’s founding—in 1904, for example, it had sent three hundred 
marines to Panama City and an express shipment of rifles and ammunition to arm the Panamanian police, all in order to 
help the Conservative candidate Amador win the election. In 1908 the United States had forced President Amador to 
create the Electoral Inquiry Commission, which was dominated by representatives of the United States and which placed 
Americans in every election district to observe voting and watch for evidence of fraud.*2 

In the 1910 crisis over Mendoza, the United States had helped create tensions and rising nationalism that would make the 
election of 1912 extremely bitter and sometimes violent. Ironically, U.S. officials had by the campaign season of 1912 
reconciled themselves to the idea of Liberal rule and so worked to ensure a fair election, even though this would mean 
victory for the Liberal Porras. As a result of these shifting political winds, it was Panamanian Conservatives, especially 
those organized into the Patriotic Union, who opposed the U.S. role and who became the voice of injured Panamanian 
nationalism. As in 1908, the United States created an Electoral Inquiry Commission to investigate complaints and observe 
the voting and counting of ballots. Goethals personally asked the government to postpone its scheduled plan to move 
half of the marines off the isthmus, and they and members of the Tenth Infantry Regiment fanned out through the 
country to safeguard the voting. 

Meanwhile, Conservative opponents of Porras secretly purchased a supply of rifles from the U.S. War Department, but 
American election supervisors discovered the rifles. They ordered the disarmament of the Panamanian police and put the 
entire police force under their own command, sending U.S. Canal Zone police into Panama City to maintain order. 
Panamanian government officials charged that the United States was sympathizing with Porras and engaging in corrupt 
activities. Panamanian leaders also took the step of forbidding the right to vote to their police, which caused great 
resentment. The British consul reported that relations between the parties were “intensely bitter.” Recounting 
innumerable acts of brutality and lawlessness by Conservatives, the consul concluded, “Never, not even in the worst days 
of the Colombian regime, has such animosity been in evidence as is shown by some of the officials towards their 
opponents.” 2+ 

With no armed police to enforce a Conservative victory, the Liberal candidate, Belisario Porras, won the municipal 
elections on July 1, 1912. This meant that Porras would also win the national election to be held two weeks later. Indeed, 
his Conservative opponent soon withdrew from the election, leaving Porras the unopposed victor, while the Patriotic 
Union abstained from the election and instead issued a manifesto denouncing the United States for its unfair and corrupt 
intervention in the election. With Porras as its first nationalist president, Panama seemed poised to assert its authority 
against American domination. Yet like his predecessors, Porras owed his victory in part to the intervention of the United 
States. He would soon learn that the U.S. role in his election had inspired a new nationalism among Conservatives and 
many other Panamanians as well, and their emotions would soon manifest themselves in explosive ways, complicating his 
presidency.22 

An account by the globe-trotter Winifred James captures how charged conditions became during the election of 1912. 


She arrived in Panama City on election day, July 1, and found the streets barricaded, hardly any cars on the streets, and 
the few cabs sitting motionless and unwilling to take her up the steep hill to the Hotel Tivoli. James witnessed a mob of 
people surging down the street while beating a man, his face covered in blood, and “two little Panamanian policemen 
who had apparently gone in higher up the Avenida to stem the torrent were being swept along in it like sticks in a mill- 
race.” Minutes later she watched as another crowd, this one very orderly, marched along the street. They were 
disciplined and restrained because “heading the procession and marshaling it on either side walked the puttee-legged, 
khaki-clad, Stetson-hatted Canal Zone policemen—a blessed and peaceful sight.” James’s account captures how the U.S. 
supervision of the election had transformed relations between the police of the two countries, the chaos and violence of 
the moment, and why so many Conservative supporters felt an indignant and injured pride in its aftermath. 

THE RIOTS, HONOR, AND SOVEREIGNTY 
As U.S. Independence Day dawned just seventy-two hours later, American soldiers and marines were feeling triumphant 
about their show of force on election day. Many Panamanians remained embittered, particularly but not exclusively 
policemen and anyone allied with the Conservative cause. Now, as hundreds of U.S. canal employees, soldiers, and 
marines headed into Panama City early that morning to enjoy patriotic and athletic exercises in celebration of their 
nation’s independence, conditions had changed. No more Stetson-hatted Canal Zone policemen patrolled the 
streets—the Panamanian policemen had regained their command. Policemen who had felt humiliation upon being 
disarmed, disenfranchised, and placed under the supervision of U.S. officials and Zone policemen were eager to reassert 
their authority as the one armed force of their nation. For many other Panamanians, the U.S. supervision of the July 1 
election had reinforced an already simmering anti-Americanism. In this Rashomon-like tale, the two countries 
constructed vastly different accounts of the events of July 4, and their struggle over the evidence, over how to distribute 
blame, and over compensation continued for more than three years after the riot. While much remained disputed, 
certain things are dramatically clear. The riot revealed a deep conflict over notions of honor, respectability, and 
civilization. 
As the thousand or so Americans began arriving in Cocoa Grove in the early afternoon, according to testimony given to 
U.S. officials who investigated the incident, almost all of them had been drinking, some of them “so much under the 
influence of drink as not to be able to walk.” The crowd amused itself by throwing “lighted fire crackers into passing 
carriages, saloons, and houses of prostitution,” yet the partying was no more boisterous than normal.24 According to the 
United States, the crowd consisted about equally of canal employees and military personnel. Many businesses closed 
their doors for fear of the destructive potential. After several hours, some men demanded entry into saloons and brothels 
that had closed. When refused, they attempted to break in the doors. If this failed, some climbed up light poles to reach 
the balcony, but women deterred them by emptying slop buckets over their heads. This so enraged the American 
soldiers, marines, and canal employees that they forced their way into bars and demanded alcohol. Meanwhile, an 
argument started between a Panamanian policeman and some soldiers and marines; as the disagreement escalated into a 
fight, a crowd rushed to the assistance of the soldiers and began beating the policeman. Other policemen came to his aid, 
but feeling outnumbered, they fled with the Americans in pursuit. At this point, according to the U.S. investigations, the 
police opened fire on the U.S. soldiers, and quickly several dozen other police arrived, along with many Panamanian 
civilians. The battle had now become a free-for-all, but while the soldiers and canal workers used stones, bottles, and 
anything else they could find as missiles, the police had weapons. According to the U. S. Army investigation, the police 
“lost their heads completely, and got wild and excited in their actions. They used rifles, revolvers, and clubs more than 
was necessary.” They moved through the area, beating in doors, shooting or bayoneting and arresting many Americans, 
forcing others to “take refuge” in a saloon or a house, until they had cleared the district of all of them.22 At the end of the 
day, twenty men had been injured, most of them U.S. citizens, and one U.S. civilian lay dead, bayoneted by a Panamanian 
policeman. 
U.S. officials acknowledged that trouble typically resulted whenever large numbers of military personnel or civilians 
gathered in the red-light district, but in this case they argued that the police were entirely to blame. In a letter to 
Panamanian government officials, the U.S. ambassador to Panama, Percival Dodge, summarized his government’s view of 
the incident in 1913, after the U.S. investigation was complete: “The police of Panama virtually ran amuck, shooting and 
stabbing indiscriminately.” Policemen shot at anyone in sight, but they targeted U.S. citizens in particular. A soldier “who 
knelt and begged for mercy was also ruthlessly beaten.”22 Witnesses interviewed by the ICC, the Marines, and the Army 
recited a litany of injustices committed that day by the Panamanian police. U.S. military personnel and canal employees 
shared a common grievance: they felt their clash with the Panamanian police jeopardized their standing as white men, as 
representatives of the United States, and as military personnel. If this was a world turned upside down, the Americans 
were left notably discomfited by their new position. 
American soldiers and canal workers who testified expressed a common refrain of feeling vulnerable and victimized 
during the riot. Panama suddenly seemed to belong, powerfully and threateningly, to Panamanians. The Americans 
observed Panamanian police and civilians in large numbers “walking the streets armed with rifles and revolvers, shooting 
into cantinas and saloons and at any American that was in sight.” Private Thomas Howard reported, “I saw an army man 


on the ground all covered with blood. | went to help him. There were four policemen around him, kicking him and beating 
him with clubs.” Other soldiers related being cornered by Panamanians and “knowing we would be shot to death for 
resisting we had to submit to their clubbing.”A group of soldiers huddled in front of a building as policemen approached 
and were heard to say, “Let’s keep together, for God’s sake.” When they could, canal workers ran back into the Zone for 
refuge or hid in a saloon or brothel. Amid the violence, soldiers noticed even the smallest indignities: A policeman pushed 
one off the sidewalk and nearly knocked him over, related a soldier, while a “negress” pushed some marines out of her 
club. In at least one case, women threw bottles at Americans; in another incident a “negress” shouted names at marines. 
Another witness saw a crowd of Panamanian boys throwing rocks and using clubs against marines and soldiers. The 
civilian John McDaid testified that Panamanian police shot a U.S. flag out of his hand.*4 

As the riot escalated, the Marines and Army sent a backup force into Cocoa Grove, and then even officers found their 
authority challenged by Panamanians. When Marine captain Frank Halford drove into Cocoa Grove, Panamanian police, 
armed with rifles and bayonets fixed, stopped his car. “I was in a field uniform with Corps devices and rank marks 
properly placed, and was at first prevented by a policeman from entering the district. He slammed his rifle butt on the 
ground against my toes and with his hand on the muzzle of his rifle pushed it into my chest.” After some tense moments 
the police allowed Captain Halford to enter the district. He immediately went to a brothel where five marines had 
barricaded themselves for the last four hours, afraid to come out. Assisted by a Panamanian official, Captain Halford 
escorted the marines to safety.*® 

U.S. military personnel and canal workers felt particularly targeted because of their nationality. The canal employee Carl 
DeLeen left the bar where he’d been drinking when the conflict began and headed across the street. He was stopped by a 
group that included three or four policemen and an equal number of Panamanian civilians. They “asked if | was an 
American, to which | replied that | was; whereupon | was struck on the arm with a stick by one of the men in civilian 
clothes, and on the head with a rock by another.” Another canal worker, R. L. Swinehart, commented on his experience 
during the riot:“While the corner was crowded with natives, negroes, and Spaniards, they were unmolested. It was plain 
to be seen that it was Americans only that they wished to trouble.” Some heard the police shouting, “Kill the Americans!” 
while others heard talk in the days leading up to the riot that police sought to attack Americans. During the riot a crowd 
of Panamanian police were overheard saying: “Hurry up to Pedro de Obarrio street, ... we are going to kill gringos.”22 
Dozens of military personnel and canal workers were arrested by Panamanian police and imprisoned, an experience they 
found humiliating. Private Henry Mitchell of the U.S. Marine Corps described how the police “handcuffed me and 
marched me through the streets without blouse or leggings to the Central Police Station where | was confined with 9 or 
10 negroes.” The cell was filthy, he reported, and its floor was wet. Panamanian police arrested the canal employee 
Thomas Fuentes, a boilermaker in the Gorgona machine shops, and put him in a cell with other Americans, keeping him 
there until early the next morning. They refused to provide food, “but did state that we might purchase from a negro 
woman outside the jail some rice and fish, which is not considered a white man’s diet.” Fuentes asked the police if he and 
the other prisoners could go out to get some food, accompanied by a guard, and they would pay all expenses. This was 
also refused.*2 

While the testimony provided by canal employees and soldiers during the U.S. investigations presented a picture of 
horrifying indignities aimed at them and their countrymen, the evidence provided to investigators in the Republic of 
Panama, not surprisingly, differed radically. Witnesses testifying to Panamanian officials, most of them Panamanian police 
and working people from around the world who lived in Cocoa Grove, stressed that the Americans had challenged their 
dignity. In these accounts, Americans were the aggressors while the Panamanian police had attempted in vain to restore 
order. Panama’s chief of police, Julio Quijano, reported that he had ordered the policemen not to interfere with the 
boisterous crowd: “The police allowed Americans to hire coaches and not to pay any fare, to knock down and beat natives 
and foreigners, to storm houses and ransack Canteens and to commit many other disturbances.” Americans forced their 
way into clubs, destroyed furniture, stole money, and attempted to throw prostitutes off balconies. The riot escalated 
when U.S. soldiers and civilians began to assault policemen violently and then attacked the police reserves at a 
substation. This forced policemen to open fire in order to protect the substation and their own lives. Most of the injuries 
occurred when U.S. citizens fired on Panamanians and the police felt compelled to interfere to defend them. 

Police chief Quijano’s account undoubtedly reflected his own self-interest. It simplified the nature of the clash and 
whitewashed his policemen’s role in it. Yet many other sources, including people testifying to U.S. investigators, noted 
that U.S. soldiers and civilians engaged in destructive, violent, and vindictive behavior. As the day started, groups of 
soldiers stood about on the streets, drinking and shouting, “Viva Porras!” in a way that seemed to bait the Panamanian 
police (who had generally favored the Conservative presidential candidate). Alice Ward described the escalation of the 
fight at her brothel: marines and soldiers entered through the balcony and then “started throwing and breaking 
everything, bags, cups, glasses, doors, a piano... some of them then moved towards the bar, where they started hitting 
the barman who had taken refuge behind it.” According to Ward, the soldiers told her they were trashing her place to 
prove that when they said they wanted to enter a place, they had better be allowed in. Many police testified that they 
had tried to remain friendly toward the drunken Americans, since there were so many of them. Luis Francisco Ramirez, a 


Colombian injured in the melee, reported that the riot began when a policeman abandoned his post after a group of 
marines attacked him. Ordered to return to his post, the policeman complied, only to be attacked again by more marines. 
One marine fired at him, and soon thereafter six or eight marines began beating any policemen they could find. As the 
sounds of the fighting reached the brothels, the marines and soldiers inside poured out onto the streets to assist their 
friends, eighty or a hundred of them at a time.*# 
Violence committed by U.S. military men and canal workers shocked many, including other U.S. citizens. Many marines 
and soldiers bore arms and fired them at policemen and at district residents. A crowd of people rushed toward one 
policeman, yelling that the Americans had gone mad: “Los Americanos se habian vuelto locos.” A U.S. civilian heard 
American soldiers saying they would “rip their heads off ” in reference to Panamanians. The soldiers brutally beat an 
older policeman, leaving him for dead on the floor of a saloon. Prostitutes from Nicaragua, Colombia, Panama, Russia, 
and the United States all reported incidents of destruction committed by the American soldiers and civilians; some 
reported being kicked or beaten by them. One U.S. soldier, dismayed by the events of the day, confessed to Panamanian 
investigators that no sober person would have acted as his compatriots had. Another U.S. soldier was so shocked by the 
behavior of his colleagues and by the Panamanian policemen’s inability to control them that he urged the latter, as the 
riot grew wilder, to call the Canal Zone police and request assistance.*2 
A Panamanian newspaper explained the violent behavior of the U.S. workers and soldiers by reference to race: “Any 
American, whether from Maine or Alabama, resents being arrested or interfered with in any way by a negro policeman; 
and the police of Panama are largely negro or mestizo. A large majority of the Americans feel themselves very superior to 
any Panamanian. This is inherent in their race, in any race of conquerors.” Indeed, marines and soldiers often expressed 
their reactions to Panamanians in racial terms, thereby unintentionally suggesting some of the tensions that existed 
during the riots. One private, who had participated in the trashing of a brothel, described the moment in this way: “A 
soldier struck at a coon (negro) when the coon ran out of the door, .. . every chair was thrown out of the door after him 
(the coon) including the piano stool.” The unfortunate man, most likely a West Indian or Panamanian, ended up shot by 
the soldiers.“4 Yet while race certainly shaped the behavior and attitudes of U.S. marines, soldiers, and canal workers, it 
alone cannot explain the violence. Americans watched as prostitutes, bartenders, saloon owners, policemen, and children 
of diverse races and nationalities seemed not to respect their authority. For very different reasons, American military 
personnel and canal workers as well as the Panamanian police felt themselves victimized and humiliated, and both groups 
wanted to reassert their authority as representatives of their respective nations. For the working-class residents of Cocoa 
Grove, caught between two governments, there was no easy path to neutrality. 

“THIS ATTITUDE TOWARDS A SOVEREIGN STATE .. . IS INCOMPREHENSIBLE” 
After American soldiers and canal workers failed to reassert their nation’s authority on July 4, the full machinery of the 
U.S. government moved swiftly to accomplish the goal. U.S. government and military officials conducted three separate 
investigations into the rioting, then publicized their findings and portrayed the Panamanian investigation as completely 
illegitimate. The United States solicited affidavits from prostitutes who said the Panamanians only wrote down certain 
parts of their testimony. U.S. officials cited unnamed men who said unnamed prostitutes told the Panamanians whatever 
the latter ordered, “under threat of being sent to jail.”“2 In a letter to Ernesto Lefevre, Panama’s secretary of state for 
foreign affairs, U.S. ambassador Percival Dodge declared that “such Panamanian testimony as was not given by interested 
policemen and other guilty participants in the affair was obtained through force and intimidation.” Your evidence, Dodge 
concluded, is “unworthy of credence.” Speaking on behalf of the president of Panama, Minister of Foreign Affairs Eduardo 
Chiari insisted that his investigation had relied only on the testimony of absolutely impartial witnesses and that the 
information gathered by the United States must be erroneous. The United States rejected this argument and demanded 
instead the firing of both the chief of police and his immediate subordinate, the paying of an indemnity to the United 
States, and a formal expression of regret and apology.*® 
A nineteen-year-old Panamanian policeman was put on trial in Panama City for the murder of Ralph Davis. Found guilty, 
the young man died in prison before he could be sentenced. The United States demanded that more prosecutions follow. 
U.S. minister Jennings Price angrily declared: “Every sincere effort, duly made, to fulfill the demands of outraged justice 
and to comply with the practices of civilization in this matter of moment, would elicit the real gratification of my 
Government. Reiteration is made that nothing less than the due and full satisfaction, insistently sought by my 
Government herein, can bring a termination to a matter of this character.”“2 
Month after month the tense negotiations continued, throughout 1913 and well into 1914. A British diplomatic officer 
noted the difficulty placed on the Panamanian government: “The action of the US Government is certainly harsh, and if 
the Panama government yield they will sustain a great humiliation in the eyes of the people.” But there would be no 
backing away by the United States. U.S. officials painted a gradually more dramatic and innocent picture of their citizens’ 
role during the riot, declaring that the soldiers and marines, while in “frolicsome holiday spirit,” were “viciously wounded 
and shot down and bayoneted.” Finally, in June 1914, U.S. officials threatened that if Panama failed to make amends, the 
United States would exercise its right under the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty to take over the policing of Col6n and Panama 
City. Belisario Porras responded angrily. He refused to accept responsibility for the riot, noting that similar disturbances 


occurred throughout the United States near military encampments and describing as particularly far-fetched the idea that 
the United States would ever dare occupy Panamanian soil.*2 In a private meeting with the Panamanian diplomat Eusebio 
Morales, Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan sympathized with Panama’s circumstances. He noted it was usually 
difficult to assign blame when such riots occurred, citing a case in Tampa, Florida, that had resulted in the death of an 
Italian.42 Yet American diplomats continued to insist on compensation. In the end, Panama and the United States agreed 
to let a neutral arbitrator set the price. In 19 15, Panama paid an indemnity of $12,350 for the death of Ralph Davis and 
injuries to other American citizens, but explicitly refused to accept responsibility for the violence, declaring American 
soldiers had provoked it.?2 

Even as these negotiations continued, more conflicts involving the two nations occurred. In 1915 two more riots took the 
lives of several Americans and Panamanians. Both involved American crowds, mostly soldiers, rioting against 
Panamanians, most of them police. In the first case, American soldiers had been granted a leave because of a carnival in 
Panama City. Once the rioting began, according to newspaper reports, working-class Panamanians joined their police in 
attacking the soldiers. Before the violence ended, three U.S. soldiers and five Panamanian policemen were dead.2+ 

Two months later, in April 1915, another riot broke out. This one resulted in the deaths of an American soldier and a 
Panamanian citizen and injuries to more than one hundred others. The incident occurred on Good Friday, a national 
holiday in Panama, after thousands of soldiers came to a baseball game that would determine first place in the Canal 
League. The game ended in a fight at the baseball field when U.S. soldiers supporting the rival teams fought each other. 
Canal Zone policemen managed to stop the fight, but then soldiers headed into Coldn’s red-light district and rioting soon 
began. Corporal Langdon of the U.S. Army was on patrol duty and attempting to maintain peace when he was shot to 
death by a Panamanian policeman. Rioting again continued for many hours. Windows throughout the city were smashed 
and many houses destroyed. Outraged Panamanians stoned the train taking soldiers back to their camps.>4 

The riot of April 1915, and particularly the destruction caused by American soldiers, led Panama’s leaders immediately to 
begin seeking legal action against the United States. They soon abandoned the effort as the United States furiously 
ordered Panamanian officials to disarm their police force of all rifles. Panama’s elected officials insisted that this riot, like 
the previous ones, had been provoked by U.S. soldiers, and they refused to accept the blame. However, Ambassador 
Price firmly reminded the Panamanian government that the canal treaty of 1903 gave his government the right to 
intervene to maintain order in the port cities at any time, and he dictated that all rifles be transported to the U.S. Army, 
where they would be held “in the event of any occurrence which would make the use of them advisable in the opinion of 
both Governments.” President Porras pleaded in a telegram to President Woodrow Wilson: the weapons were needed to 
“defend our country and to preserve public order.” Porras declared: “This attitude towards a sovereign state which has 
given to the U.S. evident proofs of friendship and loyalty is incomprehensible to my Government.” He described the order 
as a humiliating violation of Panamanian sovereignty and begged President Wilson to intervene. U.S. secretary of state 
Robert Lansing quickly responded: “This Government expects immediate compliance with its demand for the complete 
disarmament of the Police of Panama... of high powered rifles.” Porras continued to resist, but finally, in May 1916, the 
police relinquished their weapons. Only a presidential guard of twenty-five men would be allowed to carry rifles. This was 
to Panamanians a pivotal moment of subjugation to the power of the United States that many still remember today, 
almost one hundred years later.>2 


THERE WERE numerous causes of the Cocoa Grove riot of 1912. Although many Panamanians initially embraced the canal 
construction project and hoped to benefit from the Americans’ energy, over the years resentment had grown as the 
promised fruits of the alliance proved sour. U.S. marines, soldiers, and canal workers looked to Cocoa Grove as a place 
where they could let loose. It helped them forget their position as cogs in Goethals’s wheel of labor discipline and 
productivity. As the months of canal construction turned into years, their sometimes belligerent behavior generated 
among Panamanians not only fear and suspicion of Americans but also a feeling of injury to their notions of national 
honor and sovereignty. 

U.S. interventions into Panamanian politics further complicated the relationship between the countries and their citizens. 
The United States had supported and enabled not only the rise of the Conservative Party in Panama after independence 
was won in 1903 but also its mutually dependent relationship with the Panamanian police force. At first opposed to 
Liberal rule by someone capable of allying with the working masses, the United States abruptly changed its position and 
allowed Belisario Porras to run for the presidency. Ironically, these actions by the United States helped ensure that its 
earlier allies, the Conservatives and policemen who supported them, would feel a powerful resurgence of anti- 
Americanism and nationalism. Even at the moment when it was helping a Liberal nationalist win power, when it was 
acting to ensure a fair election, the United States was seen as intervening in a corrupt way and as compromising 


Panamanian sovereignty. The actions of the United States intensified Panamanians’ notions of national honor and 
sovereignty, which then clashed with U.S. citizens’ ideas of their own and their nation’s superiority. 

To British diplomatic officers observing from the wings, the affair demonstrated the fecklessness and inexperience of the 
United States. A diplomat commented caustically, “This incident will no doubt enhance the reputation already enjoyed by 
the USG among the Central American Republics.”*4+ For a day the Cocoa Grove riots had brought Goethals’s efficient 
machine to a standstill. The affair and its aftermath profoundly challenged the image of the United States as an effective, 
beneficent, and peaceful power on the Isthmus of Panama. As Americans began looking to the end of the canal 
construction project in 1913 and 1914, these dynamics made it more imperative than ever to find effective ways of 
publicizing the canal project. A great world’s fair—the Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915—would provide 
the opportunity for seeking positive lessons from the construction project that could be applied back home. At the same 
time, it would broadcast notions of American power, idealism, and scientific and engineering know-how outward to an 
increasingly troubled world. 


CHAPTER NINE 

HERCULES COMES HOME 
EVEN AS the Cocoa Grove riot occurred and amid the difficult negotiations that unfolded in the following months, 
construction of the canal was moving rapidly toward completion. From 1912 onward the focus of the work shifted to 
completing the gigantic lock gates and building docks, mechanical shops, and a coaling station at the Pacific end of the 
canal. Culebra Cut—which had held such a grip on the fears and imaginations of workers and tourists—was nearly 
conquered. Steam-shovel operators in the cut had been heading toward each other from different ends of the isthmus for 
years in a friendly competition, and now they began to close in on each other. Rose Van Hardeveld recalled the rivalry as 
workers and their families cheered for the steam shovel heading from her neighborhood in the central division or for the 
steam shovel coming from Culebra in the Pacific division. The steam shovels raced to be the first to break through the 
final barrier forty feet down at the bottom of the cut. Finally, one day in May 1913, Van Hardeveld recalled, “we heard 
the exultant shrieking and blasting of the whistles that told us the barrier had been penetrated.” She and her children ran 
outside to peer into Culebra Cut, where they saw men clapping each other on the back and shouting for joy. “We could 
see the two shovels with their booms raised and dippers almost touching. . . . All we could think of was the victory itself. 
The last barrier was down.” Canal workers and their families celebrated across the isthmus. Within several weeks all dry 
excavation was finished.+ 
Several crucial tasks remained for the ICC officials and their employees before the canal could be opened. Plans had to be 
made for maintaining and managing the completed canal and for governing the people who would remain in the Zone to 
carry out those duties. In 1912 engineers began allowing the vast stretch in front of Gatun Dam to fill up. As the waters 
gradually rose into Gatun Lake, the ICC had to conduct a massive relocation of the area’s residents. Meanwhile, Goethals 
and his officers began efforts to reduce the working population of the Zone. At its peak the canal workforce had involved 
nearly fifty-seven thousand people; by 1921 only fourteen thousand employees would remain. Sending thousands of 
laborers home or finding them new jobs in Central America or the Caribbean proved as difficult and complex a challenge 
as anything Goethals had previously encountered.@ 
With the canal nearly completed, Americans’ attention shifted to interpreting and comprehending the project’s immense 
significance. Millions traveled to San Francisco in 1915 for a spectacular world’s fair held to commemorate the canal’s 
opening. One newspaper declared the fair, known as the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, to be a “monument 
built to the Panama Canal by San Francisco.” One hundred fifty thousand people entered the fair as the gates opened the 
first day. “Six abreast, singing, cheering, laughing, their hearts lifted and their faces shining with the glory of it 
all,”Americans paraded in to celebrate a great world’s fair and the canal that stood at its symbolic heart. “Rich in line with 
poor,” declared the San Francisco Examiner. “|\t was a parade of triumph, a parade of true democracy.”2 It was the first 
world’s fair celebrating, as the exposition’s president, Charles Moore, put it, the “vital living, pulsing, present” rather than 
commemorating a historical triumph, and it would stand as the largest, most successful, most advertised, and most 
profitable for many years to come. The palaces, arches, murals, sculptures, and gardens honored the same values the 
canal builders had broadcast: a newly powerful United States, a young nation made into a world power by technology, 
science, and individuals of genius and able now to contribute more powerfully than ever to human progress, peace, and 
beauty. The fair signified an important moment in making the canal a symbol of U.S. power, civilization, and beneficence 
and provides a window into the myriad connections between the exercise of that power domestically and abroad.* 
Many observers proclaimed the fair to be most splendid at night, when it was illuminated with a force and beauty unlike 
anything they had ever seen. General Electric contributed thousands of dollars and assigned its best engineer to design 
the lighting. Nearly four hundred searchlights flooded monuments like the Fine Arts Palace and the Tower of Jewels, while 
five hundred open projectors and untold numbers of colored lanterns and underwater lights added a further note of 
spectacle. Several times a week stunning fireworks shows lit up the dark San Francisco night. A special effect known as 
the Scintillator combined lighting equal to four billion candles with the city’s famous fog to produce an effect considered 
more beautiful than the aurora borealis. After observing the illuminated city, the poet Edwin Markham declared: “I have 
seen beauty that will give the world new standards of art, and a joy in loveliness never before reached. This is what | have 
seen—the courts and buildings of the Panama-Pacific Exposition illuminated at night.” The novelist Laura Ingalls Wilder 
(of Little House on the Prairie fame) traveled from her home in the Ozarks to San Francisco for the event and noted, “The 
lights of the Exposition made it look like fairy-land and the lights of the city rising on the hills, row after row behind, linked 
it all with the stars until one could not tell where the lights stopped and the stars began.”2 
The fair’s creators were surely aware that their celebration of the Panama Canal coincided with a dark moment in world 
history, and that its significance derived in part from that larger context. In the summer of 1914, even as the canal was 
being flooded with water and preparations had begun for the first ship to cross through from ocean to ocean, World War 
| broke out. Soon the horrific conflict overtook Europe, seemingly threatening the foundations of civilization. “The lamps 
are going out all over Europe,” British foreign minister Sir Edward Grey famously declared; “we shall not see them lit 
again in our lifetime.”® Many who felt trepidation over the events in Europe found in the Panama-Pacific International 
Exposition a source of optimism about the world’s future. As the psychologist G. Stanley Hall reflected after visiting the 


fair: “The fact that this great Exposition ... was held in the midst of this awful war, which was the psychological moment 
for emphasizing the sympathy of nations, will forever give it a unique, pre-eminent character in the history of 
international expositions.”2 
The war, which began almost precisely as the canal builders completed their work, cast many celebratory plans into 
disarray. U.S. officials had hoped to mark the opening with a parade of ships through the canal, carefully designing it to be 
grander than the one that had marked the end of the Suez Canal’s construction decades before. President Woodrow 
Wilson planned to traverse the canal on a battleship en route to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition. World War | 
made all such ideas unfeasible. After Britain and Germany both refused to participate in the world’s fair in San Francisco, 
some worried about whether it could still be held, but its organizers prevailed, and the fair began as scheduled.® 
If the war initially dashed many hopes for marking the canal’s completion in spectacular ways, in the long run the distant, 
dark shadow it cast heightened the symbolic importance of the canal and U.S. power in the world more generally. One 
editor declared in the summer of 1914 that the canal was “the silver lining in the clouds of war,” for the serendipitous 
timing of the canal’s opening and the beginning of war in Europe would enhance the ability of the United States to take 
over a great deal of the world’s trade. Others saw in the timing of events a symbol of America’s contribution to world 
civilization. The Chicago Daily Tribune noted that the Panama Canal constituted a great constructive project which had 
united North and South America, while the European war signaled a great work of destruction tearing the Continent 
apart: “For ten years we have worked with the dredge. For ten years Europe has worked with the cannon. The workers 
are now in the harvest.” More bluntly yet, an article in Current Opinion contrasted World War | with the Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition: “In one case, all the reserves of science and invention are brought into play for the destruction 
of human life, its comforts and necessities, its works of art, its temples of worship. In the other case, all these reserves are 
marshaled to enhance human life, augment its comforts, nourish its sense of beauty, and increase its consciousness of 
human brotherhood. Did the world ever show a more massive and monumental contrast than this—the greatest war of 
history on one side, on the other the greatest exhibition ever seen of the triumphs of peace and international 
intercourse?”? Like the Panama-Pacific International Exposition itself, World War | gave Americans a signal opportunity to 
interpret and comprehend the meanings of the canal to their lives and the future of their nation. 

KISSING THE ZONE GOOD-BYE 
The geography of the Canal Zone was radically transformed as the construction project neared completion. The enormous 
lock gates rose up as mountains of steel on the landscape. Water began collecting in the spillway of Gatun Dam. Once the 
canal was filled with water, everything on the farther, northwestern side would become inaccessible. The railroad had 
already been rebuilt so that it ran from Panama City to Col6n along the eastern rim of the canal. Some of the largest 
settlements in the Zone were abandoned as a result. Empire, the great city of machine shops with a population of more 
than seven thousand, became a ghost town almost overnight, as did Culebra, where two thousand ICC officials, engineers, 
and supervisors had lived. The rising waters caused landslides near labor camps presumed to be safe, forcing even more 
people to flee. Many other towns, including Gorgona (as the industrial heart of the project, it was called the “Pittsburgh 
of the Canal Zone”), Las Cruces, Frijoles, and Matachin, were obliterated when officials allowed the waters of Gatun Lake 
to rise in 1912. 
In most cases people went willingly, but others were forcibly moved as the floodwaters began licking at their front doors. 
Zone policemen patrolled the area to prevent people from returning to their homes. Buildings were disassembled by the 
thousands and moved to towns on the other side of the ditch, most often to the new town of Balboa, built from the spoils 
of excavation on land reclaimed from the Pacific Ocean. A workforce of approximately five thousand would be required to 
run and maintain the canal operations, plus their family members, and as many as nine thousand soldiers and marines 
would be housed on military bases across the Zone. A town of neat landscapes and imperial architecture, Balboa became 
home for many of the workers and officials who would remain in the Zone after construction ended to maintain the 
canal.12 
Elizabeth Parker, who had traveled to the Canal Zone to marry her fiancé in 1907, described Balboa’s emergence from 
muddy swamps along the Pacific. High atop the hills arose spacious homes for Colonel Goethals and other leading 
officials. Houses salvaged from Empire and other towns were reconstructed for more lowly canal employees. A large 
administration building, also housing a library and post office, took over a grand hill, with manicured tree-lined avenues 
leading to it from every direction. Parker warmly welcomed her family’s move to Balboa: “There was an air of 
permanency now. Cement living quarters were being tried out. Roads were built, trees planted, grounds landscaped. 
Gone were the ugly black stoves, the lone electric bulb dangling from the ceiling on a cord. Electric stoves were being 
installed in some quarters. We even had telephones!” Parker happily greeted the new social opportunities that came with 
proximity to Panama City: “We joined the University Club, where we met friendly Panamanians at the weekly dances. 
There were official receptions and lawn parties. There were teas at the American Embassy, private cocktail parties, and 
afternoon bridge.”++ 
American housewives like Parker may have found that the completion of the canal brought new comforts to their lives, 
but for many others the transformation sweeping the Zone during the final years brought chaos and displacement. As 


towns across the Zone were evacuated and jobs eliminated, tens of thousands of West Indians, southern Europeans, and 
Americans—some of whom had lived on the isthmus for ten years or more—were expected to leave. Officials began to 
break up Jamaicatowns and other West Indian labor camps throughout the Zone and to develop strategies for removing 
their army of labor. Even as they worked toward this end in 1912 and 1913, however, workers seeking jobs continued to 
arrive from across the Caribbean and from India. Goethals complained to the British consul in 1913 that his officials had 
recruited no new laborers for the last six months and he anticipated no further demand, yet boatloads of West Indians 
continued to arrive. “In order to avoid the objectionable conditions which would no doubt arise through the presence... 
of a large body of unemployed men,” he asked Claude Mallet to inform all Caribbean governments that he desired no 
more men. Unscrupulous agents in India were likewise continuing to send men, and ICC officials complained because the 
laborers could find no jobs and were penniless. Even U.S. citizens found themselves searching for work. Some white 
Americans headed to Costa Rica as the ICC eliminated their jobs, but there they found little work that paid adequate 
wages. Many American men were ending up, according to the Canal Record, in “destitute and desperate situation[s].”24 
British colonial officials throughout the Caribbean braced themselves for the return of emigrants. As repatriation of 
thousands of laborers got under way, the Jamaican and Barbadian governments expressed concern about the “disposal” 
of too many West Indians on their islands, and Barbados passed a law to penalize captains who so overloaded ships as to 
endanger the health of passengers. On most islands officials anticipated there would be jobs for the returning canal 
workers, because there had been pervasive labor shortages since the construction project began. The government in 
Barbados, however, was concerned about the influx of workers, as there were not sufficient jobs and an ongoing drought 
promised to keep agricultural employment at a minimum for the time being. Colonial officials generally worried about 
distress among emigrants and potential burdens on their governments if employment was scarce or if the ICC refused to 
pay the cost of sending men home. The ICC was obligated to pay for contract laborers’ repatriation, but the thousands of 
West Indians who had come on their own had to pay for their return voyage. Thus British officials worked to convince the 
ICC to pay for repatriating all its laborers.*3 

As the numbers of unemployed laborers grew in Panama City and Colon, officials grew anxious about the potential for 
disorder. By 1914 large numbers of impoverished West Indians filled the streets of Panama’s port cities. The ICC that year 
lowered the basic wage for silver employees from thirteen to ten cents per hour. Simultaneously, food prices and rents in 
Panama were rising precipitously. Panamanian police began arresting unemployed men to maintain order and relieve the 
pressure of congestion. Claude Mallet, the British consul, was inundated with letters of complaint from West Indians who 
felt they had been imprisoned unjustly. One group of prisoners wrote Mallet complaining that the Panamanian 
government was routinely imprisoning West Indians and holding them six to eighteen months without trial, then 
releasing them with no money, no job, and no home. Some West Indians specifically criticized not only the Panamanians 
and Americans for the social crisis but also the British diplomatic representatives. One man wrote Mallet and demanded: 
“We Say that this Record country is greatly inhabited by all nation unaccount of the Panama Canal; And there is a counsil 
of all de damn nation suppose all There counsil was to do there duties; What would happen.” This writer concluded by 
stressing his credentials: “Sir | am not his Counsil But |am an english subject... also! has a great knowledge of this Law | 
know what you can do from what you cant.”“* Congestion, rising prices, and unemployment continued to shape life in 
the cities of Panama for many years to come.+2 

As American officials sought to reduce the rapidly growing army of unemployed laborers, they found many West Indians 
reluctant to return to their island homes. Repatriation began on a large scale in the autumn of 1913, but Jamaicans and 
Barbadians anticipated that wages would be higher and working conditions better if they could remain in the Zone or at 
least in Central America. In November 1913, Mallet vividly portrayed the ongoing swirl of human migration—and the 
inability of the ICC to control it—as the canal project began to conclude: in the last three months alone, he reported, 
nearly thirty-four hundred West Indians had arrived in Colén looking for jobs, some three thousand others had departed 
the isthmus as the ICC began sending contract laborers home, and another thirteen hundred had departed for jobs 
throughout Central America. ICC officials and British diplomatic representatives began negotiating with potential 
employers throughout Latin America, since Chile, Bolivia, Peru, Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela, and Mexico were planning to 
construct railroads, harbors, and ports to exploit the new commercial opportunities made possible by the canal’s 
opening.*2 

The officials’ best hope, however, for finding a place for unemployed West Indians was Central America. The governors of 
British Guiana and British Honduras expressed interest in receiving laborers from the Canal Zone, and they declared they 
had land available that could be leased or purchased by canal workers so that they could grow some crops. Unemployed 
canal workers could also attain work on plantations. The governor of British Guiana declared that West Indians in the 
Canal Zone “have been receiving high wages: wages much higher than any planter can afford. On the other hand they 
have been accustomed to work much harder than any agricultural labourer ever works here for his employer; and the 
comparatively low rate of wages given to agricultural labourers is due to the smallness of the tasks performed by them.” 
The United Fruit Company, or UFCO, sought laborers for its expanding plantations in Panama, Guatemala, Nicaragua, and 
Colombia. Mallet noted that “the higher wages earned in Central America attract them to remain abroad in preference to 


going back to the Islands in the West Indies.” Hasty arrangements were made for UFCO to hire ten thousand men. 

This solution was also problematic. Mallet warned that “the labourers in the Canal Zone are accustomed to work and live 
under superior conditions such as they will not find on new Banana plantations in the midst of virgin forests which will 
make them dissatisfied and troublesome.” As a result, UFCO’s managers preferred to hire laborers directly from 
Bridgetown. This, however, would leave thousands of laborers on the isthmus, “and the West Indian Governments will be 
brought face to face with the problem of providing for thousands of their people who are destitute and unable to obtain 
work in the Republic of Panama or the Central American States.”2® 

By 1915 the ICC had reduced the number of its employees by more than twenty thousand. Days were filled with the 
packing of suitcases and farewell parties. In the final year of construction alone, nearly sixteen thousand people left the 
Zone for good, mostly canal employees moving back to homes in Europe, the Caribbean, and the United States or, in the 
case of many West Indians, taking up residence in Colén or Panama City and seeking employment there. The population 
of Panama’s two port cities increased by 50 percent between 1913 and 1921 (from 66,500 to 99,800), as many canal 
employees sought work there. At the same time, prices and rents both increased significantly in Panama, while the 
economy entered a depression and jobs became difficult to find.t2 Despite the early worries of British colonial officers, 
West Indians who returned home to Barbados or Jamaica often had an easier time than those who remained in Panama. 
The geographer Bonham Richardson, in interviews he conducted with Barbadians decades after the construction effort, 
found that work on the canal often made possible significant economic mobility once employees returned home. Savings 
from their jobs in the Zone led to opportunities to buy a bit of land and achieve, in many cases, an important degree of 
economic independence. The Barbadian Cleveland Murrell, for example, remembered how his father had worked as a 
janitor in the Canal Zone, all the while carefully saving his money. He returned home with about $100 and used it to rent 
a bit of land. Rising prices during World War | earned him a solid profit on the sugarcane he grew, which he then used to 
buy six acres and open a shop. Murrell recalled how proud he felt of his father’s economic achievements: “When my 
father finished working the land, he would peel the mud off of his feet and throw it back on to the land. He would save 
and save. | don’t know how he did it. He was very thrifty—different from those who would sit around and drink rum.”22 
Amid the evacuations and emigration, the canal moved steadily toward completion. In September 1913 officials tested 
the locks for the first time. A few weeks later President Wilson, in a great publicity stunt and a milestone in the history of 
telegraphy, pushed a button at the White House to send an electric signal to Panama and blow up Gamboa Dike, the last 
major earthworks preventing water from flowing through the canal. The telegraphic signal traveled by land from 
Washington, D.C., to Galveston, Texas, and from there underwater through the Gulf of Mexico to the isthmus, where it 
detonated forty tons of dynamite in the dike. More than three thousand spectators, including Colonel Goethals, many 
leading Panamanian officials, and the Frenchman Philippe Bunau-Varilla, came to see the explosion and watch as the vast 
Culebra Cut quickly filled with water.24 

Across the United States, people expressed delight at the news of Gamboa Dike’s explosion, but nowhere more 
enthusiastically than in San Francisco, where workers were already busy building the palaces and towers of the coming 
world’s fair. On the day President Wilson sent the electric signal hurtling toward Panama, a large crowd gathered at Union 
Square in the city’s heart. Upon hearing that the dike had exploded, they sang the national anthem while officials hoisted 
the American flag, bombs were set off, and factory whistles across the city blew. At the fairgrounds Don Lefevre, the 
official representative of the Republic of Panama, took possession of the site for Panama’s building, supervised the 
hoisting of the Panamanian flag, and received an artillery salute from U.S. battleships stationed off the Presidio.%4 

Officials meanwhile prepared for the end of construction by overhauling the government of the Canal Zone, appointing 
George Goethals the first governor of the Zone, and restructuring the Zone judiciary to fold it into the district court 
system of the United States. All the while, the waters gradually rose higher in the canal, and the creatures of the 
Zone—monkeys, snakes, insects, and sloths—fled to higher ground. Finally, as Elizabeth Parker remembered, “only the 
mighty hardwood trees remained, their bare branches stretching over the blue water—ghostly reminders of a once- 
teeming jungle.” The day they sent the first tugboat through the locks, Parker and her husband were among the first to 
watch it pass: “On the prow proudly stood Col. Sibert; on the lock wall stood Col. Goethals, chain smoking, his steel-blue 
eyes fixed on the tiny craft.”2 

During the summer of 1914, as Europe mobilized for war, Americans along the isthmus prepared for the formal opening 
of the canal. On August 15 the steamship Ancon left Cristobal at 7:00 a.m. and traveled through the canal with Goethals 
and other American and Panamanian officials, including President Porras of the Republic of Panama, on board. All canal 
employees had a holiday for the occasion, and they and their families lined the banks of the canal. The Ancon smoothly 
made its way as a band of musicians from the U.S. Army and from Panama on board the ship played “The Star-Spangled 
Banner.” On the ship’s foremast flew the flag of the American Peace Society, while the U.S. flag flew on the jackstaff. The 
ship crossed the isthmus in nine hours, not docking at Balboa but going onward to the deeper waters off the Pacific, then 
returning to Balboa to deliver its passengers. During the long day’s trip the officials and their wives enjoyed a splendid 
buffet lunch that lacked only wine, the New York Times carefully pointed out, as the Zone was now dry territory.24 

This formal opening drew little attention from the vast majority of Americans, however, distracted as they were by the 


outbreak of war in Europe. For those leaving the Zone for good, it must have seemed a bittersweet moment. Maybe they 
felt happy to head back home, to leave a place of toil and struggle. Maybe they expressed a measure of sadness to leave a 
place that for so long had provided a sense of adventure. Harry Franck, the globe-trotter who worked as a policeman and 
census taker in the Zone, wrote eloquently of his last visit to Empire, where he had lived for years, when it was about to 
be abandoned: “It seemed like a different place. Almost all the old crowd had gone, one by one they had ‘kissed the Zone 
good-by.’. .. It was like wandering over the old campus when those who were freshmen in our day had hawked their 
gowns and mortarboards. .. . | felt like a man in his dotage with only the new, unknown, and indifferent generation about 
him.” Franck visited the old suspension bridge, where he saw some of the last men scurrying about and a few steam 
shovels digging out final loads of dirt. “Soon the water will be turned in and nine-tenths of all this labor will be submerged 
and forever hidden from view . . . and palm trees will wave the steamer on its way through what will seem almost a 
natural channel.” Mostly, Franck regretted leaving behind his friends in the Zone police force, but he ended his memoir 
ona cheery note, declaring he’d see them all again in San Francisco in 1915.2 

“AMERICA’S GIFT TO THE WORLD” 
As people continued to leave the Canal Zone, as machinists and steam-shovel engineers made their way home to Kansas 
City, Detroit, or Newark, their suitcases filled with souvenirs from Chinese shops, Americans took time to reflect on the 
larger meanings of the canal project. Over the years businesses had increasingly adopted the canal as an effective way to 
advertise their goods. One pervasive ad from the period declared, “The Two Greatest in History: the Panama Canal and 
Budweiser Beer!” Another company poignantly compared its contribution to the human alimentary canal to the great 
effort on the isthmus. “Two World Wide Wonders,” proclaimed the ad: “The Panama Canal for Universal Commerce, 
Hostetter’s Stomach Bitters for Dyspepsia, Indigestion, Biliousness, Constipation, and Malaria.” Keepsake postcards also 
circulated freely through the United States in these years. A Christmas postcard depicted Santa Claus in his sleigh high 
above the earth, flaunting a large U.S. flag and looking down contentedly as ships approached the new Panama Canal. 
Another, titled “The Kiss of the Oceans,” introduced a homoerotic note by showing the seas transfigured into two 
beautiful women kissing at the very spot where the canal married the Pacific and Atlantic oceans .22 
Across the United States there was discussion of the canal’s significance for the future of the nation and, indeed, for all of 
humanity. Americans were proud to see commentators around the world hailing the canal’s completion as the most 
important event of the century. Previous chapters suggested the ways Americans debated the meaning of the canal over 
the years, particularly in terms of progressivism, the benefits of state intervention, concerns about the government’s use 
of racial segregation in the Zone, and labor’s role in the body politic. Now, as completion neared, Americans’ feelings 
about the canal were overwhelmingly positive; they proclaimed it as a beacon of American industrial and technological 
triumph, a wonder of the world, and a terrific gift to civilization. In 1913, just weeks after helping to dynamite Gamboa 
Dike, President Wilson issued a proclamation designating the upcoming day of Thanksgiving, and he singled out the canal 
project as especially deserving of the nation’s gratitude: “We have seen the practical completion of a great work at the 
Isthmus of Panama, which not only exemplifies the nation’s abundant resources to accomplish what it will and the 
distinguished skill and capacity of the public servants but also promises the beginning of a new age, of new contacts, new 
neighborhoods, new sympathies, new bonds, and new achievements of cooperation and peace.” Many described the 
canal’s impact in tones of benevolence, referring to it as Ladies’ Home Journal did: “America’s Gift to the World.” A 
writer in Manufacturer’s Record considered the canal the “mightiest change in the world’s material affairs since the 
discovery of America.” Everyone, from “the far Himalayan Mountains to the wilds of the Andes, from Siberia to the 
utmost limit of South America,” the people of all classes throughout the entire world, would feel the benefits of the 
canal.24 
These reflections hint at another common theme. The canal had transformed the earth, profoundly and permanently, 
including the spatial and commercial relations of all nations. Maps were drawn up to show the new relations of nation- 
states. A book by Ralph Emmett Avery, titled The Greatest Engineering Feat in the World at Panama, included the new 
miraculous cartography of the world. San Francisco and Honolulu were now five or six thousand miles from New York 
rather than thirteen thousand; much of Asia could be reached more quickly, and the Suez Canal had suddenly been 
rendered redundant, at least to the United States, because Melbourne, Manila, Hong Kong, and Yokohama could all be 
reached more easily via the Panama Canal. The markets of Asia (China, Japan, and the Philippines, as well as Australia and 
New Zealand) had become as accessible to the United States as to the nations of Europe.2® 
In fact, the most profound spatial consequence of the canal lay in reorienting the nation toward Asia and the Pacific. The 
American Historical Association convened a special congress in San Francisco during the Panama-Pacific International 
Exposition to examine the historical significance of the Pacific. It announced that the Panama Canal would transform 
relations between the Americas, Asia, and Australia: “One era of Pacific Ocean history comes to an end; another begins.” 
Besides papers on the history of China, the Philippines, Australasia, and California, the conference included a powerful 
essay by Theodore Roosevelt on the history of the canal. He defended at length his actions in acquiring the Canal Zone 
and the right to build the canal and ended by concluding, “There is not one action of the American government, in 
connection with foreign affairs, from the day when the Constitution was adopted down to the present time, so important 


as the action taken by this government in connection with the acquisition and building of the Panama Canal.”29 

The canal’s impact on the Americas was likewise seen as transformative. Its opening, particularly since it coincided with 
World War |, would lead not only to more trade with South America but also to much greater and more permanent 
settlement of Americans throughout Latin America. The obvious result would be, one author noted, the “Americanization 
of Latin America,” because now U.S. residents would settle there in greater numbers and begin demanding more of the 
conveniences and comforts of home.22 One could observe this process of Americanization by considering the case of 
Panama. The United States had truly made the tropics safe for white men, just as Colonel Gorgas promised, and the 
inevitable consequence would be a vast diaspora of white North Americans settling permanently throughout the 
tropics.2+ The editor of the Independent reminded readers of Benjamin Kidd’s warning years before that whites could 
not make it in the tropics. Kidd had been proven wrong, the editor averred: “All around the equator there are now 
experiment stations, where attempts are being made to grow northern races, and among these none is more successful 
than the one we have established in the region that has the worst reputation for disease and death.” This editor 
concluded: “Our occupation of the Zone is not temporary.” More Americans would be living there twenty years from 
now, and Americanization would gradually produce unimaginable benefits. Consider agriculture alone. As the white man 
tamed tropical agriculture through scientific methods, what innovations might result? “We can only guess at it by trying 
to solve the proportion; as the corn of the Indians is to the corn of the white farmer, so is the banana of the Panamanian 
to the banana of the future.”22 

Thinking further ahead, William Boyce of Chicago proposed that the United States build on its work in Panama by 
establishing the entire Zone as a vast “duty-free” region. A new era of global connections had begun. Boyce proposed ina 
speech to the Southern Commercial Congress that the United States should build in the Canal Zone a vast city of 500,000 
Americans, where manufacturers and distributors would flock to enjoy freedom from import and export duties. The Canal 
Zone, he imagined, “would become an immense world’s department store, where everything for the use of all people of 
all nations could be found. It would become the greatest transshipping port in the world.” Less visionary commentators 
agreed that Panama presented remarkable opportunities for “American enterprise,” as C. H. Forbes-Lindsay described it. 
He declared: “One of the most marked characteristics of the Anglo-Saxon is land-hunger—the desire for elbow-room, and 
the longing to be lord of broad acres.” Accordingly, Forbes-Lindsay urged Americans to emigrate to Panama for the cheap 
land and vast opportunities in agriculture. 

As for the commercial impact of the canal, an American diplomat predicted that its results would “far surpass the dreams 
of the most enthusiastic,” and most commentators agreed. U.S. railroad entrepreneurs did worry that the canal would 
hurt their business, and they lobbied the government to allow a decrease in transcontinental rates without a reduction in 
rates for the towns and cities along the way. The ICC supported their request, noting, “We are witnessing the beginning of 
a new era of transportation between the Atlantic and the Pacific coasts. ... The shrinkage of rates via the Canal from New 
York to San Francisco has put the transcontinental carriers in serious straits.” But most analysts expected the general 
economic stimulus provided by the canal and cheaper transportation would compensate for any disadvantage to the 
railroads. The canal, according to George Blakeslee, a professor of international relations at Clark University, would 
stimulate exports, particularly from the western United States, and industries like coal and steel would benefit. 
Accordingly, consumer prices would decrease, further stimulating the economy. Ultimately, shipbuilding would be 
affected favorably as well, and ports like San Francisco and New York would see a great increase in trade. A study 
conducted by the French government concluded that American industry would be “incalculably benefitted,” while 
European industry would likely be damaged. 

Most American observers addressed the coincidence of the canal’s opening with the impact of war and concluded that, 
economically, things could not be better. Edward Marshall noted in the New York Times that together World War | and 
the canal would open the vast markets of South America to the United States: “That the great European war should have 
emerged from a nightmare dream of horror into a terrible reality and that the Panama Canal, long regarded as a 
chimerical extravagance of impractical imagining, should have become a concrete, operative fact almost at the same 
moment, form a coincidence which may be referred to by future historians not only as one of Fate’s greatest gifts to this 
incomparably lucky Republic but as an adjustment tending to alleviate a great world disaster.” Across the country 
chambers of commerce and merchants’ associations feverishly conducted investigations and sought information about 
Latin markets. Any salesman with knowledge of the Spanish language suddenly became a hot property.#4 

Indeed, over the years many commercial clubs traveled to the isthmus so their members might examine conditions and 
report back to the community. As early as 1907, for example, more than eighty men, representatives from the 
Commercial Clubs of Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, and St. Louis, traveled together to Panama to see “America’s 
Mediterranean” for themselves.22 

A more muted theme suggested by various writers involved the canal’s effect on American military and foreign relations. 
Many portrayed the canal as a crucial contribution to world peace, but their arguments faltered in the face of Europe’s 
war. Far more compelling were arguments proposing that the canal would play a central role in America’s emergence as a 
major military power. By strengthening the Navy, the canal would have a tremendous impact. Alfred Mahan, whose 


arguments in favor of greater sea power for the United States had helped move Theodore Roosevelt to launch the canal 
construction project, wrote in 1911 that within two decades the canal would be seen to have changed the U.S. role in the 
world more powerfully than any other historical event except for the War of 1898. Not only would America’s interests in 
the world and its need for defense both expand as a result of these events, but the American Navy would soon be second 
only to Great Britain’s Royal Navy. Perhaps most important, Mahan argued, the world would see a great expansion and 
strengthening of Anglo-Saxon influence and institutions all along the Pacific, particularly from Alaska to Mexico. By 
bringing more Americans to the Pacific Coast, the canal would reorient the United States and its commercial and military 
power toward the Pacific: “More people, more wants; more people, more production. Both wants and production mean 
more transportation.”2° The editors of World’s Work put the matter more succinctly: The canal’s completion 
“emphasizes the evolution of a new America. Our splendid isolation is gone. ... We have become a colonial power with 
possessions in both oceans. And now we open under our own control one of the great trade routes of the world.” They 
quoted Admiral Mahan as saying it used to be common wisdom that congressmen should avoid serving on a committee 
like Foreign Affairs, as it meant nothing to one’s constituents. The editors concluded: that was a fair observation in the 
days before the canal, but it certainly did not apply anymore.*4 
Among the dreams indulged in about the canal, perhaps none speaks more powerfully to Americans’ quest for a strong 
sense of national identity than the common notion that the “kiss of the oceans” would unite and homogenize the people 
of the United States. In a world where pressures and anxieties generated by a host of social changes associated with 
industrialization seemed to fragment the nation, the great triumph of the canal, and the social and economic benefits it 
promised, seemed capable of reuniting the American people. Every region of the country appeared poised to benefit and 
rediscover its connection to the broader nation, but perhaps most emphatically the South. As the historian Alfred Richard 
noted, the canal seemed to enhance the sense among Southerners that their interests were closely tied to those of the 
nation as a whole. The former Confederate colonel T. P. Thompson pointed out in Leslie’s Weekly that the canal’s 
completion would be celebrated in the jubilee year of peace between North and South. He listed the many benefits the 
canal would bring to the South: “Before the fiftieth anniversary of... Appomattox we of the Southland expect a generous 
stream of immigration in this direction, and when we invite the remnant of the G.A.R. [the Grand Army of the Republic] to 
celebrate here, as we intended to do, fraternizing with the U.C.V. [the United Confederate Veterans] in the jubilee year of 
peace between the States, we also expect to have many of the sons of those who wore the Blue here residing in our 
midst at that time.” 22 
A short story by the writer O. Henry popularized this notion that the canal might reunite North and South. In “Two 
Renegades,” O. Henry created a Yankee named Barnard O’Keefe who falls ill on the isthmus while helping Panamanians 
mobilize for independence from Colombia. He is healed by a grizzly old American doctor who still swears loyalty to the 
Confederacy. Soon thereafter, O’Keefe is captured by Colombia for his revolutionary activities. The Confederate doctor 
intervenes and says he can save O’Keefe, but only if he foresakes his Union sympathies and pledges allegiance to the 
Confederacy. Facing no other option but a firing squad, O’Keefe finally agrees and pledges to serve the Confederacy 
faithfully. The Confederate doctor then pays a ransom to free O’Keefe, using money he still has from the Confederate 
States of America. He urges O’Keefe to hightail it back to the United States, before Colombia discovers the ransom has 
been paid with useless Confederate cash. O’Keefe catches the next ship back, but for years afterward he can still be found 
in the South, marching and waving the Confederate flag on days of commemoration. In this way O. Henry, a native of 
North Carolina, portrayed the Isthmus of Panama as the handmaiden of unification and redemption for North and 
South.22 

“THE COMING OF A CONQUEROR” 
Americans approached the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in 1915 ready to celebrate the “eighth wonder of the 
world” in grand fashion despite—or perhaps because of—the horrors associated with World War | in Europe. During a trip 
to the East, Charles Moore, the president of the exposition, had announced the fair’s raison d’étre: it would be a 
celebration of America’s “greatest achievement, the dream of the ancient navigators fulfilled.” He declared bluntly: 
“Theme: Energy of man, progress of the race, has offered unusual inspiration to the artists, architects, et al., of the 
world.” Future president Herbert Hoover noted the particular utility of the planners’ vision: “In these days of stifling 
struggle our people need something to bring back to them the heritage, not only of the combat of immediate fathers in 
the upbuilding of the West, but also to bring to the people that they have a heritage of race.”“2 
The fair, as the historian Robert Rydell has argued, was suffused with images of racial progress, conquest, and social 
Darwinism. Explicit references to empire were, for the most part, noticeably absent. Its surrogates, however, were 
everywhere: the Panama-Pacific International Exposition (PPIE) celebrated civilization, progress, humanity, triumph over 
nature, and brotherhood. More prosaically, it highlighted the technological, industrial, scientific, and artistic brilliance of 
the United States. The PPIE celebrated the great city of San Francisco, reborn from the ashes of the 1906 earthquake 
(another epic triumph over nature). And most of all, the PPIE ecstatically celebrated itself. No fair had ever been more 
important, more financially successful, more visited, more beautiful, more encouraging of world peace—or, depending on 
one’s point of view regarding international affairs, more effective at preparing the nation for war. Indeed, it was quite an 


occasion. The fair cost approximately $50 million to build, and its organizers boasted that, thanks to the many millions 
who visited, they had set a new world’s record by making back every bit of the money spent.*4 

The building of the exposition involved a huge effort stretched over four years, and it emerged as a microcosm of 
struggles that existed in American society and in the construction of the Panama Canal. Many of the workers who toiled 
to build the fair buildings and landscape the grounds were unionized. Their unions, however, were devoted to the grand 
cause represented by the fair, and they were eager to display that devotion. In 1912 the San Francisco Labor Council and 
the Building Trades Council wrote jointly to Charles Moore: “Labor realizes that the PPIE is an institution dedicated to 
Progress, in the name of humanity, peace, and civilization, held for the purpose of commemorating the greatest 
engineering feat in the world’s history.” Furthermore, “all the achievements of modern civilization that are to be placed 
upon exhibition in the PPIE have been produced by labor.” Therefore, unionists declared they would not limit output, 
would not push for higher wages or shorter hours, would not engage in jurisdictional disputes, and would cooperate with 
any workers brought to the fair by foreign countries. Organized labor even disavowed its long-term devotion to exclusion 
of Asians. The Asiatic Exclusion League declared that “organized workers of the U.S. should use the opportunity afforded 
by the PPIE for furthering the cause of unity and brotherhood among the nations.” Toward that end, the league declared, 
it would welcome all visitors and discontinue all anti-Asian activities. 

Motivating the unions’ cooperative spirit was also the National Association of Manufacturers, or NAM, which mobilized to 
limit union power and lobbied Moore and the other fair directors to build the grounds with thoroughly open shop 
policies. Moore stood against the pressure. He allowed unions and cooperated with them. Yet he may well have used the 
NAM’s visible lobbying and its multiple ways of applying pressure (from Pinkerton spies to threats that employers would 
not participate in the fair) to encourage concessions from labor.*2 

The question of Asian—particularly Japanese—exclusion was more difficult for the PPIE organizers. In 1913 a fight 
erupted in California over the Alien Land Bill, which proposed to bar aliens ineligible for citizenship (that is, Asians) from 
owning land. Charles Moore became outspoken in opposition to the bill, and some white farmers who favored it wrote 
bitterly about the subject. A farmer named Schmidt complained to Moore, “I see you rich men are fighting it [the anti- 
alien land bill] and you are trodding upon us in favor of the Japanese.” He added, “Must we white farmers be driven away 
to make room for the Japanese? How would you like to be a poor farmer and have for neighbors a lot of grinning Japs. 
They have already driven white people away in some part of this state.” He concluded that it was unpatriotic to sell land 
to Japanese farmers and that America must not “kneel down” to Japan.“4 

Japan had threatened to pull out of the exposition if the land bill passed. Its leaders also issued formal complaints about 
the mistreatment of Japanese citizens by exposition employees and officials. Moore and other organizers believed their 
fair would fail if Japan did not participate, and they also worried about the consequences for America’s trade relations. As 
American consul general Thomas Sammons stressed, the PPIE was important to the United States in part because of its 
potential ability to strengthen commercial ties with Japan. Racist incidents would eliminate any such potential. Sammons 
worked to prevent conflict, negotiating a plan with the consul of Japan whereby the builders of Japan’s site at the fair 
would keep Japanese and American workers segregated from each other. If Americans were needed for a specific task, 
Japanese workers would be removed until the former finished their job. 

While PPIE officials worked to negotiate polite relations with the governments of China and Japan, racial tensions 
emerged daily at the fair. A concession called “Underground China” included depictions of female slavery and dens in 
which Chinese addicts seduced white people into smoking opium. The Republic of China and Chinese Americans 
protested vociferously about the exhibit.*® As at other world’s fairs, an air of social Darwinism and notions of racial 
progress and hierarchy pervaded the PPIE, and like others it included exhibits of various “inferior” peoples: Samoans, 
Hawaiians, Somalians, and Mexicans, in addition to the Chinese and Japanese. Sculptures, paintings, and postcards 
broadcast the fair’s themes, including racial progress. The most popular sculpture at the fair, by James Earle Fraser, 
graphically depicted racial triumph and defeat. Titled The End of the Trail, it shows a Native American on his horse, 
slumped over so far as to be nearly falling off, an emblem of a vanquished race. Author Juliet James wrote at the time 
that the sculpture portrayed not just the end of the trail but “the end of the Indian race. . . . His trail is now lost and on 
the edge of the continent he finds himself almost annihilated.”*4 

Many of the exhibits on the PPIE’s midway, officially called “The Zone,” were unsuccessful, particularly those featuring 
“native villages.” The Samoan Village closed early, even though it “provided a glimpse of the life of a race thousands of 
years behind civilization.” A village of Somalians—“thin, black, and hollow-cheeked wanderers,” as the PPIE’s official 
chronicler, Frank Morton Todd, described them—was considered boring and tame by fairgoers, even though the residents 
performed “a great deal of violent flat-foot dancing and spear shaking on their ballyhoo stand.” When the concession 
closed, the Somalians were slow to vacate the site, so exposition guards forcibly removed them. They were then taken to 
Angel Island and deported.“ The Hawaiian Village was particularly uninspired; when the Hawaiian commissioner 
objected that it did not represent the lives of Hawaiians, fair organizers changed the name to “Hula Dancers.” Even then, 
the secretary of the Hawaiian Promotion Committee protested that the hula dancers were not Hawaiians but “fat” 
women from Chicago who had painted their skin brown.*2 


If patrons grew tired of observing exotic cultures from around the world, or the beautiful sculptures and palaces meant to 
instill an awesome appreciation of beauty and civilization, innumerable other exhibits demonstrated the wonders of 
modern technology, industry, and science. To delight and amaze visitors there were the Palace of Food Products, the 
Palace of Transportation, the Palace of Mines and Metallurgy, the Palace of Varied Industries, the Palace of Machinery, 
the Palace of Industrial Arts, and buildings erected by individual corporations like the Southern Pacific Railroad Company. 
Employers big and small displayed their products and inventions in exhibits throughout the different palaces, from Henry 
Ford’s assembly line in the Palace of Transportation (which turned out a car every ten minutes to the pleasure of large 
crowds) to Gillette Safety Razor, Westinghouse, and Miss Curtis’ Snowflake Marshmallow Creme. The Heinz exhibit 
showed fifty-seven varieties of the company’s food products and gave out free pickle pins. Harley-Davidson showed off 
the fastest motorcycles in the world. The Excelsior Auto Cycle company presented dozens of bicycles. At the Western 
Electric exhibit, electrical appliances were displayed along with a gigantic desk telephone and big lamps accompanying a 
sign that declared, “Every time the lamps flash a Western Electric telephone is manufactured.” Paralleling the spatial 
transformation symbolized by the completion of the Panama Canal, Alexander Graham Bell made the world’s first 
transcontinental telephone call by ringing the exposition from New York City in early 1915. More transcontinental calls 
were made every day thereafter.—2 

It was left to the Panama Canal to bring together the many themes floating about at the PPIE: the technological genius, 
geographical and commercial transformation, promise of ascendant industrial might, and the vast benefits to civilization, 
brotherhood, and world peace. As a souvenir book reminded readers, the reason for the splendid world’s fair was “The 
colossal achievement of mankind, the building of the Panama Canal.”24 There was Perham Nahl’s brilliant poster 
depicting the canal as the thirteenth labor of Hercules serving as the PPIE’s main advertisement. Likewise, the 
architecture and sculptures of the fair were meant to “tell the story of the unification of the nations of the East and the 
West through the construction of the Panama Canal,” according to the contemporary writer Frederic Haskin.24 A 
sensational centerpiece of the fair, just inside the main entrance, was the Fountain of Energy, which depicted America’s 
triumph over the isthmus. Juliet James wrote of the aquatic sculpture, “The theme is Energy, the Conqueror—the Over 
Lord . . . the indomitable power that achieved the Waterway between the Oceans at Panama.” At the center of the 
fountain, “Energy himself is presented as a nude male, typically American, standing in his stirrups astride a snorting 
charger—an exultant super-horse needing no rein—commanding with grandly elemental gesture of extended arms, the 
passage of the Canal.” The fountain’s sculptor, A. Stirling Calder, described his intentions in depicting the triumphant male 
figure: “His outstretched arms have severed the lands and let the waters pass. Upon his mighty shoulders stand Fame and 
Glory, heralding the coming of a conqueror.”=2 

The canal seemed to inspire fantastic, romantic visions of history and humanity. One man proposed a pageant to the fair 
organizers around the theme of peace. He imagined a cast of five hundred people acting out the story of humanity, 
beginning with cavemen and climaxing with the completion of the Panama Canal. It would demonstrate “that in ancient 
times war was a necessity but is so no longer and that Man’s activities should be constructive, as in building Panama 
Canal, and not mutually destructive.” Another, more spectacular pageant was proposed by the president of the Festivals 
Association of the Pacific Coast. Titled “The Wedding of the Oceans,” this pageant of two thousand people would begin 
with Columbus and march through the history of the Americas (Cabrilho, Balboa, and so on), before climaxing with the 
exploding of Gamboa Dike. Then the oceans, symbolized as Neptune and Amphitrite, would be joined in wedlock, 
attended by sea horses, dolphins, Father Panama, and the deities of Earth, Sea, and Sky. Electricity and fireworks would 
end the pageant in “a blaze of glory.”=4 

A poem by Wendell Phillips Stafford, titled “Panama Hymn,” used imagery of marriage to represent the canal. 
Commissioned for the fair’s opening ceremonies, the poem was set to music and performed by a chorus of four hundred 
people. It graphically presented an image of man’s triumph over nature: 


We join today the east and west, 
The stormy and the tranquil seas. 
O Father, be the bridal blest! 


The earth is on her knees. 


As thou did’st give our hand the might 
To hew the hemisphere in twain, 
Oh, grant the road we lead to light 


May Never know a chain! 


In freedom shall the great ship go 


On freedom’s errand, sea to sea, 
The oceans rise, the hills bend low, 
Servants of liberty. 


The nations here shall flash from foam 
And paint their pennons with the sun 
Till every harbor is a home, 


And all the flags are one. 


We join today the east and west, 
The stormy and the tranquil seas. 
O Father, be the bridal blest! 


Earth waits it on her knees. 

Although the editor of Sunset magazine found the poem horrible, believing the image of Earth on her knees to be 
particularly crude (while the image of oceans rising as the hills bent low, he said, made him feel sea-sick), Charles Moore 
disregarded his advice, and the poem became the official anthem of the PPIE.2= 

The fair brought together most of the famous men who had played an important role in acquiring and building the Zone, 
as well as many who would become famous in decades to come. William Jennings Bryan, who as secretary of state had 
negotiated with the Republic of Panama in the aftermath of the Cocoa Grove riot of 1912, visited to help celebrate 
America’s Independence Day. Newspapers estimated that 100,000 people gathered around to hear the perennial 
presidential candidate and former secretary of state address the crowd. The day had seen endless marching and Army 
bands playing in celebration of the holiday. Bryan was greeted with the booming guns of warships as he mounted the 
podium. Then, in a surprise stunt to honor Bryan, the aerialist Art Smith circled the sky above the grandstand before 
releasing four doves from his little plane. As the birds winged their way toward the clouds, Bryan stretched his neck to 
watch. Then he stood and delivered his address, “The Meaning of the Flag.” The Stars and Stripes was draped over his 
podium, and Bryan caressed the flag at dramatic moments of his speech. Although “the glint of bayonets [remained] in 
his eyes,” Bryan’s address focused on the need for peace and brotherly love. His voice shaking with emotion, Bryan 
invoked Jesus of Nazareth and old-time gospel to plea for peace: “God has given us an opportunity to-day such as no 
other nation ever had, that may never come again, to lift the world out of this bondage of brute force. The measure of 
individual and national greatness should be service.” And finally: “May the God of our fathers give us light and keep our 
feet in the path of truth as we strive to fulfill the high mission to which He has called our country.” The United States, he 
exhorted, was the world’s best hope for peace.*% 

Soon thereafter, Bryan’s old nemesis Theodore Roosevelt had his day, literally, when PPIE officials declared July 21 to be 
Theodore Roosevelt Day. The ex-president arrived in an automobile surrounded by cavalry troops. He declared, “You did 
not have to bring me out here. You could not have kept me away. | feel peculiar pride in this Exposition.” Roosevelt 
toured the various exhibits during a long day and attended a banquet in his honor before presenting an address on “war 
and peace.” 

Robustly, amid cheers from the audience, Roosevelt evaluated the nation he had worked to build to greatness. He 
defended his actions in 1903: “In everything we did in connection with the acquiring of the Panama Zone we acted in a 
way to do absolute justice to all other nations, to benefit all other nations, including especially the adjacent States, and to 
render the utmost service, from the standpoint alike of honor and of material interest, to the United States.” The project 
had doubled the efficiency of the U.S. Navy, but if unfortified, it would become a great menace to the security of the 
nation. “The canal is to be a great agency for peace; it can be such only, and exactly in proportion as it increased our 
potential efficiency in war.” As the canal went, so went the nation. The United States must prepare for war, Roosevelt 
argued, and quickly and efficiently. He decried the way his nation was continuing “with soft complacency to stand 
helpless and naked before the world,” lacking a strong army or navy and trained officers to lead them. He especially 
attacked the “professional Pacifists, the peace-at-any-price, non-resistance, universal arbitration people [who] are now 
seeking to Chinafy this country.” Although he did not name Bryan, it was surely clear to listeners whom he meant. And as 
if in further response to Bryan, Roosevelt ended powerfully by reading verses from the Bible that echoed his concerns: 
“But if the watchman see the sword come, and blow not the trumpet, and the people be not warned; if the sword come, 
and take any person from among them, he is taken away in his iniquity.” The San Francisco Examiner reported that when 
Roosevelt finished with this last Bible verse, he was met with a moment of stunned silence, and then the crowd of sixty 
thousand broke into cheers and ovation. The applause continued until he had left the stage and his automobile had 
passed through the exit gates of the exposition grounds. 


President Woodrow Wilson and ex-president William Howard Taft were among the many who toured the fair. George 
Washington Goethals visited and proclaimed, “This is the first International Exposition to commemorate a 
contemporaneous event. | came to it with the picture in my mind of other great expositions and | found that this one was 
worthy of the Canal it commemorates.”22 Future presidents Herbert Hoover and Franklin Delano Roosevelt served on the 
board that planned the exposition. The fair became a cultural crossroads, bringing together Helen Keller, Charlie Chaplin, 
Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, Fatty Arbuckle, Harry Houdini, Buffalo Bill Cody, William Randolph Hearst, Al Jolson, Samuel 
Gompers, and many other famous Americans.22 

Amid the grandeur, pageantry, and posing that took place during the world’s fair in San Francisco, two great themes were 
notably absent. The first was the role played by the Republic of Panama. As a young nation that had ceded control to the 
United States over the Panama Canal Zone, making the construction project itself possible, as an ally providing resources 
and labor, as a site of competition and contestation with the United States, as a refuge for canal employees desiring 
adventure and amusement, and as home to thousands of West Indian canal diggers, Panama had played a central and 
distinctive role. Yet no building at the exposition displayed the glories of Panama. The Republic of Panama built a pavilion, 
but it did so unenthusiastically because participation in the fair required a great infusion of money and the U.S. 
government refused to reciprocate and support the fair Panama planned to hold on its own territory. At one point 
Panama’s government halted construction of the pavilion at the PPIE to protest the U.S. decision but finally agreed to 
finish the job. PPIE officials had sought to make peace with the Panamanian government by inviting its representatives to 
attend opening-day festivities, but the U.S. State Department refused even to allow this small gesture. Instead, a 
luncheon was held to honor Panama’s official representative, Don Lefevre, and afterward he addressed PPIE president 
Charles Moore and other notable officials on his country’s sentiments regarding the canal and the exposition. © 

Lefevre’s speech included the polite praise of the United States one might expect at such an event, and yet his comments 
betrayed a cool and jaundiced perspective on his country’s powerful neighbor. He urged listeners not to see him as a 
stranger, because “I come from the country that made this Exposition a possibility.” My young republic, he declared, 
“furnished the name of ‘Panama’ for the Panama-Pacific Exposition.” Lefevre praised the “energy, the intelligence and the 
greatness of the Nation that has built the canal,” yet he insisted that “we should not forget the important share that 
Panama and its people have taken in this unparalleled undertaking. We have had our territory pierced in two through the 
powerful arm of Uncle Sam, to make way for two oceans that will look friendly into each other.” Americans, Lefevre 
declared, should not forget that the Republic of Panama had “put in your hands the Key to the Commerce of the Coast 
swept by the Ocean of the future.” 

Lefevre’s brief remarks concluded on a dark note. The selfless civic actions of Panamanians had transformed the isthmus 
into a peaceful republic, making possible the Panama Canal. The canal in turn had destroyed many old Isthmian villages, 
including Gorgona, where America’s own Ulysses S. Grant had camped as a young quartermaster on his way to California. 
Lefevre spelled out just a few of the personal and social costs to Panamanians: “Many families of natives which lived for 
years in the picturesque cabins where they were born, have been compelled to abandon their homes and to see gone 
forever the beloved spot of ground on which they stood . . . [now] covered by the rising waters of the Gatun Lake.” If the 
United States was a phoenix rising from the ashes, the Republic of Panama might be compared to the “mythical bird 
which opened its breast to give life to its off-spring.” In this metaphor the economic and political power of the United 
States was Panama’s offspring. Panama not only gave birth to the canal and to a newly ascendant America but also “tore 
its entrails to feed international commerce and to strengthen the ties of brotherhood of the world.” He hoped the canal 
would not only shorten the distances of the globe but also bring men closer together and make prejudice toward others 
disappear forever. To the officials of the PPIE this must have seemed a shockingly frank perspective on America’s grand 
canal and exposition.® 

Besides the Republic of Panama, another remarkable absence at the fair was the workingmen and workingwomen who 
actually built the canal. Whether any of the construction era’s unsung heroes managed to tour the fair and celebrate their 
achievements has been lost to history. Surely there must have been a steam-shovel engineer or two, a nurse, or perhaps 
a typographer who found a way to wander through the grounds. But in all the imagery and gay celebrations of the fair, 
one sees no references to them. The star attraction of the entire world’s fair—a model version of the Panama 
Canal—demonstrates this erasure of the human labor that made the canal’s construction possible. The company that 
built the model lavished an astonishing amount of resources as well as the latest technological developments in order to 
reproduce the canal in exquisite and awe-inspiring detail. The model canal covered nearly five acres of land, cost 
$250,000, and required 225 men working at construction for seven months. The landscaping work employed an 
additional 60 women, who spent five months planting trees, bushes, and grass. Workers reproduced the canal, locks, and 
surrounding cities and geographical landmarks over a vast area that looked roughly like a football field. Above and around 
this reproduction twelve hundred people at a time could be transported via a moving walkway (the longest one in the 
world at the time, at 1,440 feet), with joints built in to allow the rounding of corners. The platform was divided into little 
traveling opera boxes, with two tiers of seats in each one. Spectators sat in the comfortable chairs, placed telephone 
receivers at their ears, and listened to lectures from a series of 45 rom phonographic records that employees placed on or 


off the record player as the moving walkway passed the different sights of the canal. The record player sent its message 
to telephone transmitters, which then sent the message on to the receivers at each seat. Combining phonograph records 
and telephone technology to communicate the information seemed quite new and impressive. It had been developed in 
the laboratory of Thomas Edison. 

The model included ingenious details to communicate precisely the workings and feel of the canal. Little ships steamed 
through the canal, small trains chugged along the landscape, and electric mules pulled the ships through the lock gates. 
There were lighthouses and hospitals and the administration buildings of the ICC. Towns like Colén and Cristobal were 
represented with hundreds of tiny buildings, three to six inches in height, with glass windows. They were placed on top of 
glass so they could be illuminated from underneath. The major parks of Cristobal and Colén were also represented, with 
each of three main varieties of palm trees included as well. The model showed landmarks like Gold Hill and Mount Hope 
Cemetery as well as dry docks and hydroelectric plants. Culebra Cut was of course displayed, including the terracing done 
along the sides of the cut to discourage further slides. The model’s designers included Chiriqui Prison and the ruins of old 
Panama when depicting the region around Panama City. They even took care to show abandoned towns like Pedro 
Miguel, half submerged under the waters of Gatun Lake, and they showed where old towns like Empire had once 
existed. 

For all the meticulous detail the model included, the tens of thousands of men and women who built the canal, their 
labors and toil, the malaria and dynamite explosions, their making do with spoiled meat and ants in their fruit pies, were 
nowhere to be seen. In this sterile landscape, spectators saw no residents of the current cities of the Zone or the port 
cities of Coldn and Panama City, nor any of the thousands of employees who maintained and ran the canal. The model 
canal depicted the elements Theodore Roosevelt had stressed about the project: the marvels of engineering and 
technology and the transformed geography of the isthmus. 

A journalist described how it felt to visit the canal in this way: “We seat ourselves in a revolving gallery and as we look 
into the arena below we lose our sense of distance and feel the sensation of peering over the edge of a balloon. We 
adjust the automatic telephone and a voice ... tells us that we are above Miraflores locks. . . . Tiny ships nose into the 
docks and traverse the canal. Wireless messages snap and crackle.” This observer noted the absence of people, but it 
didn’t seem to bother him: “It does not require much imagination to see pygmy toilers sweating under the tropical sun, or 
to hear the clank of machinery and the ‘sput-sput’ of laboring engines as the steam shovels bite their way through the 
stubborn earth.” He left the miniature canal with a “feeling of reverence” for this project that joined two oceans.®2 

The Panama Canal concession proved to be one of the fair’s great success stories. In the first five days of the fair, fifty 
thousand people toured the model canal. The San Francisco Call wrote, “This big attraction in the joy belt has proved to 
be one of the magnets to attract the thousands of pleasure seekers.” Like the fair itself, the model canal was said to be 
most beautiful at night, as all the buildings, lighthouses, ships, and buoys were illuminated.“ Laura Ingalls Wilder 
described in a letter home to her husband how wonderful the concession was, with the electricity managed somehow so 
that the sky appeared to be at twilight with stars gradually coming out. In a popular children’s book by Elizabeth Gordon, 
What We Saw at Madame World’s Fair, twin sisters observe that the model canal is “far and away the most educational 
and interesting thing at the Fair, and helped us to understand really why Madame World was so anxious to have the Canal 
cut, and why there is so much rejoicing over it.” The feminist writer and reformer Charlotte Perkins Gilman reported on 
the “marvellous mechanics” of the model and inquired, “Could scientific ingenuity farther go?” The model thus gracefully 
complemented Perham Nahl’s poster: the canal construction involved labor, to be sure, but the labor of technological 
innovation, the labor of a nation, the labor of an empire. Individual laboring men and women shrank like pygmies in 
significance compared to the broader themes of the project and the nation that made it possible. 


IN DECEMBER 1915 the fair, in all its brilliance, came to an end. On the last day nearly 300,000 people crowded in for a 
final chance to see the sights. As sunset hit, the thousands of lights shined one last time; near midnight a few thousand 
people gathered to sing “Auld Lang Syne.” When the clock struck midnight, PPIE president Charles Moore pushed a 
button to turn off all the lights, a bugler atop the Tower of Jewels played taps, the aerialist Art Smith spelled out “Farewell 
PPIE” in smoky letters above them, and hundreds of bombs were set off along the marina to mark the closing of the 
exposition.°2 Now it was left to the remaining years of the century to demonstrate history’s rich use of the Panama 


Canal’s meaning and symbolism. 


EPILOGUE 

THE CONSTRUCTION of the Panama Canal played a pivotal role in forging America’s self-definition as a nation and as a 
world power. As a symbol of American efficiency, enthusiasm, and contributions to world civilization, the Panama Canal 
hovered over the twentieth century like a phantom. It connected the acknowledged strengths of the United States in 
medicine, technology, and industry to expansionist aims and in this way helped make Americans more comfortable with 
their country’s new role as a world power. The construction project also became a model for the most prosaic issues of 
how to exercise power—how to rule over men and women in America’s new sites of empire—and how a nation-state 
might effectively operate in an increasingly global economy. 

The canal opened to the ships of the world in 1914 just as World War | erupted in Europe and threatened to bring 
civilization down with it. In less than three years the United States would be embroiled as well, and its war effort would 
replicate many of the themes, ideals, and language articulated earlier in the Panama Canal Zone. Large-scale mobilization 
and segregation of labor, special rewards and recognition of citizenship rights for certain (skilled, white) workers, and a 
suppression of political dissent and forms of collective organizing deemed radical: all this became central to U.S. 
strategies at home and abroad during World War |. These practices were carried out in the name of an interventionist 
state that idealistically articulated the benefits to world civilization to be gained by U.S. participation in the war. Many of 
those who led the construction project in the Canal Zone sought positions of leadership again in World War I. George 
Goethals, for example, desperately wanted to participate in the U.S. war effort. He wrote General John Pershing to 
request an appointment, believing his work directing the canal construction would surely be advantageous in the conduct 
of war. Appointed quartermaster of the U.S. Army, Goethals worked to centralize and streamline the bureaucratic 
functions of several branches, from the ordering of food, clothing, and equipment, to the assignment of quarters, to 
transportation. He collaborated closely with the War Industries Board as he sought to bring prices under control—and 
later was appointed to that board by President Woodrow Wilson. 
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The strategies first negotiated during the construction of the Panama Canal stretched across the following decades, 
shaping and defining the twentieth century. The U.S. approach to empire—rejection of formal colonialism in favor of 
economic, political, and industrial management combined with military engagement as needed—made itself felt in 
military occupations and political interventions in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Haiti, among others. In all these cases, the true 
Herculean labor involved not moving mountains but managing and ruling over men and women. In the Canal Zone during 
the construction era this had meant that Goethals and his officials had constantly to adapt their ideas about government 
to the needs, desires, and demands of a diverse population. While officials sought to present the construction project as 
an efficient machine, in fact the system was sorely tested by the tens of thousands of working people on the Isthmus of 
Panama. Sometimes it broke down altogether. 


In the decades after the canal opened, these tensions—the symbolism of the canal versus the gritty reality of social 
relationships on the ground, and the designs of officials versus the demands of those they sought to govern—persisted. 
Canal officials’ relations both with their silver employees and with the government of Panama grew increasingly tense 
during and after World War |. In 1916, six thousand workers (nearly one-third of all silver employees) went on strike for 
five days, demanding a wage increase. Canal Zone governor Chester Harding commanded that the Republic of Panama 
take action against the strikers, and Panamanian police moved quickly to break up meetings and arrest and deport strike 
leaders, effectively killing the strike. 
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By 1919 and 1920, West Indians were facing pay cuts and widespread unemployment. Many of them had become more 
militant as a result of both the war and the popular social movement led by Marcus Garvey that emphasized black 
equality and nationalism. Garveyism surged through Central America, the Caribbean, and the United States after World 
War I. Explosive labor protests resulted, as West Indians defied officials’ assumptions that they were submissive and easy 
to manage. After the American Federation of Labor began organizing West Indians in 1919, more than a thousand 
dockworkers at Cristobal went on strike. Governor Harding banned Garvey and his organizers from the Canal Zone, 
intensified efforts to house West Indians in the Zone so they could be controlled more easily than if they resided in 
Panama, increased silver workers’ wages, and soon thereafter announced that strikers would be evicted from 
government housing and lose access to the Zone commissaries. 


Despite such strenuous measures, dissatisfaction among West Indians across the isthmus was severe, and militancy was 
running high—much as in the United States, where labor activists in 1919 crippled the steel, mining, meatpacking, and 
other industries before facing widespread defeat. The West Indian community in the Canal Zone and in Panama 
increasingly articulated its discontent in the postwar period, influenced both by Garveyism’s emphasis on race pride and 


by the organizing efforts of a union in the United States, the Brotherhood of Maintenance of Way Employees, that 
stressed the importance of fighting for their rights as workers. West Indian discontent now had a voice in a newspaper, 
the Workman, founded in 1919, which kept up a drumbeat of protest against “Jim Crowism and racial suppression.” Its 
editors denounced a range of unjust conditions, from low wages and expensive housing to racial discrimination in every 
area of life, cruel treatment by Panamanian police, and inadequate medical care at hospitals and clinics. Furthermore, 
one editorial proclaimed, “our children do not get the best in the schools; our women are not yet respected as ladies; our 
capabilities are still sourned by illiterate crackerism and we are still receiving the mouse’s share for doing the lion’s part of 
the work.” In 1904, the editors argued, the case for silver and gold segregation had been built on claims that Americans 
were unaccustomed both to the tropical climate and to interactions with large numbers of West Indians and that as U.S. 
citizens they deserved higher salaries and other privileges. “During all these days, and until 1914 when the water rushed 
into the great divide, the silver employees found it discreet to continue their work with as little murmuring and as great 
determination as they could possibly summon. But the times have changed, and what was tolerated between the years 
1904 and 1914 will no longer be taken, lying down.” 
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In this atmosphere of determined protest, between twelve thousand and sixteen thousand West Indian silver workers 
launched a great strike on February 24, 1920. They demanded a pay increase, an eight-hour day, equal pay for women, 
and a grievance procedure. During the eight days that it persisted, this massive, disciplined strike arguably posed the 
most effective protest against racism and labor exploitation ever seen on the Isthmus of Panama. With little external 
support, however, the silver workers’ strike was defeated. Their union, based in Detroit, provided no financial assistance. 
Workers faced dismissal, deportation, and bans on strike meetings. After the strike failed, Governor Harding punished 
strikers by deporting or refusing to rehire their leaders. Harding categorized those rehired as “new employees” and paid 
them the lowest possible amount. The strike had signaled not only a new assertiveness among West Indian workers but 
also the stern determination among Zone officials, in the words of one observer, to lay the “bridle hand on the negroes.” 
Panamanian government officials observed this and other labor troubles in the Zone during the 1920s and tried to 
demand more jobs for their citizens, but the United States reacted coldly, refusing to make even the gesture of 
preferential treatment toward Panamanians that it had offered during the construction era. Panama’s politicians 
responded in 1926 by passing a law banning from their country any people of African descent whose native language was 
not Spanish. 


4 


The silver and gold system remained in place until 1955, when U.S. officials replaced it with a single-wage rate but 
continued to reserve almost all high-level jobs for Americans. Likewise, Americans retained related perks like travel and 
tax privileges, and the schools of the Zone remained segregated. 
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Yet World War II and its aftermath heightened antiracism, civil rights consciousness, and nationalism around the world, 
and these transformations shaped both the United States and Panama. Tensions around sovereignty became more acute 
as Panama began to demand more control over its territory. U.S. officials felt themselves swept into a dynamic in which 
concessions they made to the Republic of Panama only reinforced nationalism and led to yet more demands. 


In 1940 the United States occupied additional Panamanian territory to better defend the canal, but nationalist protests 
forced the United States to retreat for the first time and abandon the land. In a 1955 treaty the United States attempted 
to give more economic benefits in return for the use of Panamanian lands and as a substitute for concessions regarding 
sovereignty. The treaty generated controversy in the United States, and Panamanians remained dissatisfied. In 1956, 
Egypt nationalized the Suez Canal, and this reinforced and validated the rising nationalism in Panama. Protests continued, 
most significantly a movement called Operation Sovereignty that included a march by students into the Canal Zone to 
raise Panamanian flags. As demonstrations sometimes escalated into rioting, President Eisenhower in 1959 conceded that 
“we should have visual evidence that Panama does have titular sovereignty over the region.” This meant that, in a major 
concession, the U.S. government would now allow the Panamanian flag to be flown in the Canal Zone. 


6 


Throughout this period the Americans living in the Canal Zone—known as Zonians—grew increasingly influential. Much as 
the skilled white American workers had done during the construction era, Zonians used the patriotism associated with the 
canal and the sense of entitlement they gained from their status as U.S. citizens to demand the maintenance of 
sovereignty over the Canal Zone. One Zonian greeted the 1955 treaty, for example, in language similar to that used by 


skilled workers during the construction era: “With each replacement of a United States citizen with an alien employee, 
Panama’s wedge to obtain sovereignty is enlarged.” Zonians found ready allies, particularly among conservative 
politicians and activists in the United States who perceived any diminution of American power in the region as a sign of 
appeasement, a failure of leadership, and an unacceptable admission that U.S. control over the Canal Zone since 1904 
had been dishonorable. As cold war tensions increased, anticommunism fit neatly into this paradigm. Congressman Daniel 
Flood linked Panamanian efforts to regain sovereignty over the canal to “the hidden hand of cunning and malignant 
Sovietism manipulating their local puppet figures to destroy the just rights of the United States and to jeopardize the 
peace of the world.” 
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Yet agitation continued at both popular and elite levels in Panama, and resentment between Panamanians and Zonians 
remained very high. By 1964 the governor of the Canal Zone had ordered that U.S. and Panamanian flags both be flown at 
specific sites. They were not to be raised at schools, but American students at Balboa High School rebelled against their 
own government and flew the U.S. flag outside their building. To counter this perceived insult, Panamanian students 
attempted to add their flag to the school. The Panamanian students’ demonstration generated widespread riots 
throughout Panama City and Colon. U.S. troops and Canal Zone police gradually restored order, but the cost in human life 
was high: nineteen Panamanians and three Americans killed. Canal Zone governor Robert Fleming blamed his 
countrymen—and particularly Zonians—for the rioting: it was “the perfect situation for the guy who’s 150 percent 
American—and 50 percent whiskey.”Although he believed Zonians had provoked the situation, he argued also that the 
U.S. government failed to take proactive steps to defuse an increasingly volatile situation. Tens of thousands of 
Panamanians took to the streets to protest the U.S. occupation of their nation’s territory, stoning banks owned by North 
Americans, attacking the U.S. embassy, and setting fire to the U.S. Information Agency, Goodyear and Firestone tire 
factories, and offices of Pan Am and Braniff Airways. U.S. soldiers dodged bullets, dug into foxholes in front of the Zone’s 
Hotel Tivoli, and were finally ordered to respond by shooting to kill. Before it ended, the fighting had spread to Colén and 
other regions of Panama. President Roberto Chiari of Panama cut off diplomatic relations with the United States, while 
President Lyndon B. Johnson praised the U.S. troops for “behaving admirably under extreme provocation by mobs and 
snipers.” 
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The riots of 1964 and the deaths that resulted proved a turning point in relations between the United States and Panama. 
They drew sympathy to Panama’s demands for greater control over the canal from people around the world. Although 
President Johnson showed little interest in major negotiations, his successors gradually moved toward the notion that the 
United States should transfer titular and substantive sovereignty to the Republic of Panama. A military coup in 1968 led 
by Colonel Omar Torrijos delayed progress and raised concerns about the political future of Panama. In 1973, however, 
the United Nations Security Council met in Panama City, and the United States was forced to offer the single veto to a 
resolution calling for a new treaty to “guarantee Panama’s effective sovereignty over all its territory.” After this vote, the 
Nixon and Ford administrations began more serious negotiations with Panama. 
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The stumbling block, however, proved to be public opinion in the United States—and the highly effective mobilization of 
that public opinion by conservative politicians. President Gerald Ford ceased working toward a new treaty when it 
became clear during his campaign for reelection in 1976 that the public strenuously opposed transferring the canal. 
Ford’s opponent for his party’s nomination, Ronald Reagan, found to his surprise that few issues stirred the public more 
than the threat of losing the canal. Reagan later confessed he had no intention of raising the issue but discovered as he 
campaigned that audiences wanted to discuss it. He confronted “utter disbelief” in one community after another at the 
notion that the United States would give up the canal, and when he responded by arguing the United States should retain 
sovereignty permanently, he received “tumultuous applause.” Reagan turned the canal into a major issue, declaring 
repeatedly at campaign stops, “We bought it, we paid for it, it’s ours, and we should tell Torrijos and company that we are 
going to keep it.” Henry Kissinger tried to educate Reagan on the facts and later complained to a newspaper columnist 
that he had never confronted “a more gullible pupil with less knowledge.” Yet Reagan was not the only one who played 
the issue to his advantage. Echoing notions formed during the construction era that framed the canal as a triumph of 
American idealism and technology, Congressman David Bowen, Democrat from Mississippi, declared, “When | am home. 
.. there is only one thing | can say that invariably makes them cheer... . | say that if we can keep the striped-pants boys 
out of it and leave the canal to the Corps of Engineers, then the thing will work out fine. Many Americans have been 
raised to regard the canal as an engineering wonder that only the U.S. could have built and run... . [It is] emblematic of 
an entirely beneficent and successful way to help an inferior people.” 
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Negotiations resumed after Jimmy Carter won the presidency in 1976. Although he had promised during the campaign 
never to support relinquishing control over the canal, Carter as president shared the consensus among many policy 
makers that the best course for the United States lay, as his future negotiator Sol Linowitz put it, in “adjusting to 
nationalist aspirations rather than confronting them.” Avoiding a difficult battle over the canal’s future would allow the 
United States to control the process toward the inevitable, it was hoped, and thereby allow it to maintain maximum 
security for the canal. The Carter administration noted that many nations around the world saw the Canal Zone as a 
“colonial enclave” and believed the existing relationship between Panama and the United States to be inappropriate and 
anachronistic. Thus Carter sent Linowitz into negotiations with the Torrijos administration. The Torrijos-Carter Treaties 
were approved by a special plebiscite in Panama and signed by the United States and Panama in September 1977. The 
treaties promised an end to U.S. control over the canal, affirmed the permanent right of the United States to intervene to 
defend the neutrality of the canal, but prohibited it from interference in the internal affairs of Panama. They mandated 
the elimination of the Canal Zone as of October 1, 1979. The United States would continue running the canal until the 
year 2000, but the treaties arranged for Panamanians to gradually play a greater role. Finally, as of 2000 the Republic of 
Panama would assume full responsibility for maintenance of the canal and for its defense. 
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With the treaties signed, the focus turned to winning ratification by the U.S. Senate. As Ronald Reagan had indicated, the 
American public was strongly opposed to transferring the canal to Panama. This opposition was intensified by 
mobilization led by conservative activists, innovative direct-mail efforts by Richard Viguerie, and grassroots organizations 
created throughout the United States by Zonians. Indeed, the historian Michael Hogan has shown that the Panama Canal 
became a turning point in the emergence of the New Right, allowing conservative activists to rally Americans who lacked 
unity over other issues. Congressman Daniel Flood of Pennsylvania warned President Carter that if he returned the canal 
to Panama it “could well be your ‘Bay of Pigs’ and prevent your renomination or re-election.” Although the White House 
worked hard to unite liberal, labor, church, and business groups, and although Carter ultimately succeeded in winning 
enough votes in the Senate to pass the treaties, public opinion remained adamantly opposed. Carter frankly admitted to 
senators the danger involved: “Rarely is a national leader called upon to act on such an important issue fraught with so 
much potential political sacrifice. . . . | thank you for your personal demonstration of statesmanship and _ political 
courage.” 
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Many Americans felt passionate about and devoted to the canal, seeing in it, as Theodore Roosevelt had intended, a 
symbol of America’s selfless contributions to civilization and its technological and industrial accomplishments. 
Representing all that seemed good about America and extending those virtues to the world, the Panama Canal became 
an ideological linchpin, justifying and holding together America’s role in the world during the American Century. Journalist 
William Schneider argued during the debate over ratification that the construction project had generated a “primordial 
attachment” to the canal: “Americans regard the Panama Canal as a monument to our technological know-how and to 
our humanitarian instincts, as a symbol of Yankee ingenuity, not Yankee imperialism.” Take away the Panama Canal, it 
must have seemed, and the prevailing ideas regarding America’s beneficence in the world would potentially collapse as 
well. Although Carter and his allies portrayed those opposed to the canal as ill informed and tried to educate the public 
about technical aspects of the canal’s history (the United States had not bought the Canal Zone, as Reagan and other 
conservatives contended, for example), it did not matter, because something much larger was at stake. 
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A housewife from Nebraska, it turns out, helps to illustrate some of these themes. During the winter of 1978, Helen 
Greene, a fifty-four-year-old mother living in a small town who had long been active in the Democratic Party, received a 
summons from Washington, D.C. Her newly elected senator, the Democrat Edward Zorinsky, had emerged as a critical 
undecided vote in the ratification battle. President Carter, seeking every possible means of convincing Zorinsky to support 
the treaties, had offered to present his case personally to around two hundred Nebraskans. Carter believed Zorinsky was 
willing to support the treaties but feared political fallout from his conservative constituents back home. Thus, in a creative 
effort to win Zorinsky’s support, Carter planned to reach out to some of those constituents, educate them about the 
canal, and thereby convince Zorinsky to vote in favor of the treaties. 
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If Jimmy Carter had known anything about Helen Greene, he likely would have imagined her as the perfect person to win 


over. She identified herself as a progressive Democrat. She followed political developments closely and was an intelligent 
and educated woman. Over the years she had combined her work as a mother and housewife with ardent support for 
Democratic causes, walking the sidewalks of her small town to distribute campaign literature and sending her children out 
for the same purpose if she was too busy cooking dinner. She had worn a variety of political hats, serving as public 
relations chairman of Nebraska Citizens for Kennedy during the 1960 presidential campaign, winning appointment in 1964 
to the new Nebraska Commission on the Status of Women, and working for two years as public safety coordinator in the 
administration of Governor Frank Morrison. As president of the Democratic Women’s Second Congressional District 
Caucus in the mid-1970s, Helen Greene was one of the people Senator Zorinsky suggested should receive an invitation to 
the White House. 


Greene was curious to hear what the president would say, she remembered years later, as she packed a light bag for her 
trip to Washington, D.C. She had bought a new wool coat in Nebraska City for the occasion, and it came in handy when a 
howling blizzard hit the state just as she headed to the airport. The weather was so bad Greene’s husband had to drive 
her to the airport in their pickup truck. The plane was filled with Nebraskans heading to meet the president, to the 
surprise of stewardesses serving them snacks and coffee, and discussion about their journey filled the airplane. 


As the two hundred Nebraskans arrived at the White House, First Lady Rosalynn Carter greeted each of them individually. 
They received a personal briefing by President Carter, National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski, Secretary of State 
Cyrus Vance, and General David Jones, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Together these men explained the 
reasons for transferring the canal to Panama, the history of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty signed in 1903, the security 
issues at stake, and the larger consequences of attempting to hold on to the canal indefinitely. They stressed that the 
United States would retain the right to defend the canal even after Panama assumed complete control in 2000, and that 
the canal had grown gradually less important economically to the United States. Afterward the men and women from 
Nebraska enjoyed cake decorated with the president’s seal and served on china Jacqueline Kennedy had purchased. 


Helen Greene was an experienced and well-informed citizen, and now she had attentively received a fine education on 
the politics and history of the canal. She returned home and dutifully gave a few talks on what she had learned to local 
schools and Democratic clubs. None of it, however, changed her mind. She continued to have reservations, she wished 
the United States would not relinquish control, and she felt nervous about the future of the canal once it fell to the 
Panamanians to maintain. Senator Edward Zorinsky agreed. Despite constant and aggressive courting by President Carter, 
Zorinsky voted against ratification of the Torrijos-Carter Treaties. Luckily for Carter and for the people of Panama, enough 
senators voted in favor to ratify the treaties. Zorinsky’s vote had not been needed after all. 


Latin Americans warmly welcomed the treaties. Torrijos declared the agreement to be a “triumph” because it 
“decolonizes and does so rapidly.” Bolivia designated a “day of national rejoicing” to celebrate the treaties. Costa Rican 
president Daniel Oduber noted that the “U.S. is showing the Third World that in this hemisphere the relations between 
the most powerful nation and the small countries are conducted in an atmosphere of equality and mutual respect.” In the 
United States, however, anger and bitterness greeted the “loss” of the canal. The remarkable pride and sense of 
ownership Americans had historically placed in the canal made it difficult for them to say good-bye. Twelve thousand U.S. 
citizens living in the Canal Zone—the so-called Zonians—found the changes particularly painful to accept. On September 
30, 1979, Panama acquired jurisdiction over the Canal Zone, even though the United States would continue to manage 
the canal itself until the end of 1999. The New York Times described an “unmistakably funereal mood” in Balboa as 
Zonians prepared to see their way of life disappear. Some families had lived in the Zone since the construction era. One 
Zonian commented sadly, “The past is dead. Teddy Roosevelt is in the ground.” The journalist Alan Riding seemed as 
emotional as any Zonian, comparing the United States’ loss of the Zone to “a nation going down to defeat.” 
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The Torrijos-Carter Treaties did not mean that the United States would remove itself from Panamanian affairs. They 
provided for the presence of U.S. troops and military bases until the final transfer of power occurred on December 31, 
1999, and fourteen bases across the isthmus provided a home to thousands of U.S. military personnel. Over the decades 
Panama had become a major staging ground for U.S. military intervention in Latin America, with the establishment of 
such institutions as the Inter-American Air Forces Academy and the School of the Americas (which between them trained 
nearly eighty thousand Latin American military personnel and police between World War Il and 1989). When Manuel 
Noriega rose to power in 1983, he made Panama into an efficient supporter of U.S. military goals in Central America, for 
example, allowing the use of his country for covert training and assisting the CIA in establishing a training camp for the 
Nicaraguan contras. Noriega even supplied men who were demolition specialists to Oliver North in 1985 to help blow up 
a munitions dump in Managua, Nicaragua. 
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Despite the strong alliance between Noriega’s government and the United States, disagreements between the two 
increased during the 1980s. By 1989 protests against Noriega had risen within Panama as well because of his 
authoritarian military rule. Demonstrators in Panama protesting his dictatorship regularly confronted violence at the 
hands of the Panamanian national guard. President George H.W. Bush increasingly found himself unable to control 
Noriega, and this seemed particularly problematic at a time when the Torrijos-Carter Treaties were moving the two 
nations toward joint administration of the canal. Perhaps looking also to demonstrate the potency of his administration, 
Bush became convinced that Noriega had to be removed from power and that Panama’s national guard (known as the 
Panama Defense Forces, or PDF) had to be eliminated. The U.S. military determined that its goal would be “the disarming 
and dismantling of the Panama Defense Force.” The United States would not only install a new president of Panama but 
create a new police force under its control. Under the Torrijos-Carter Treaties the PDF was slated to defend the canal 
after the transfer on December 31, 1999, and the withdrawal of the United States. In a public message immediately after 
the invasion, President Bush declared his goals: to safeguard the lives of Americans, defend democracy in Panama, 
combat drug trafficking, and protect the integrity of the Panama Canal Treaty. Ensuring continued U.S. control over 
Panama and its military as the date of transferring full sovereignty over the canal approached may well have been a 
central motivation for the invasion, although few documents have been released by the United States to date. Among 
Panamanians, however—including the many who suffered under Noriega’s rule—there is little doubt that this was a 
primary goal of the U.S. invasion of their country. 
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The events that triggered the invasion were evocative of the Cocoa Grove riots seven decades earlier. When a Marine 
intelligence vehicle ran through a roadblock and headed toward Noriega’s office, Panamanian national guardsmen fired 
upon it, and the gunfire killed one marine. In the aftermath of this incident a U.S. soldier and his wife who had observed 
the killing were taken into custody by the guardsmen, whereupon the soldier received a beating and the wife was 
threatened with sexual assault. Arguing that Panamanian guardsmen were placing American families’ lives at risk, Bush 
immediately ordered the invasion, along the way seeking to allay worries that he was a spineless president. The United 
States launched Operation Just Cause in the middle of the night on December 20, 1989, minutes after having sworn into 
office a new president on a U.S. military base in Panama. The invasion constituted the largest military operation 
conducted by the United States since the Vietnam War. The United States used overwhelming force to eliminate 
Panama’s small national guard, only three thousand men strong. Eighteen thousand Panamanians had to move into 
shelters as a result of the invasion, five thousand were detained in prison camps by U.S. soldiers, and the property 
damage reached higher than $1 billion. As fires spread through Panama City and plumes of smoke rose high, a 
Panamanian woman interviewed by the New York Times declared, “This is horrible. Never in the history of our country 
has this been seen.” According to the Pentagon, more than five hundred Panamanians lost their lives, most of them 
residents of El Chorrillo, a working-class neighborhood. Human rights observers, however, have estimated that mortalities 
reached much higher than the Pentagon’s figure. Latin American governments, including Argentina, Mexico, Venezuela, 
and Peru, vigorously condemned the invasion as a violation of Panamanian sovereignty. 
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The economic, political, and emotional costs of the invasion to Panamanians were difficult to measure. In the short run 
the invasion clearly changed the power relationship between the United States and Panama to the benefit of the former. 
Yet over time nationalism within Panama and concerns over sovereignty—both heightened tremendously by Operation 
Just Cause—generated enormous opposition across the country to any continued U.S. military presence after the transfer 
of the canal. In persistent rounds of negotiation the United States, under President Bill Clinton, tried to maintain a 
presence, but Panamanians refused to accede to its demands. Thus on December 31, 1999, not only did the Panama 
Canal become the responsibility of the Republic of Panama, but all U.S. military bases shut down permanently, and most 
remaining troops were shipped out to Puerto Rico. As the sun set on December 30, U.S. soldiers took down their nation’s 
flag for the last time. The United States had planned to lower the flag during the ceremony transferring the canal the 
following day, but at the last moment officials decided to change course. They worried, they said, that lowering the flag 
during the official ceremony would inflame anti-Americanism in Panama; many U.S. and Panamanian citizens believed the 
real worry involved the passions of conservatives in the United States who opposed the transfer. Former Panamanian 
foreign minister Jorge Ritter stated, “Somehow, | think it would have been nobler to lower the flag at Friday’s ceremony. 
It would have been better for the two countries to end the relationship with a gesture of nobility and patriotism.” 
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Nonetheless, it was a day of national jubilation in Panama as President Mireya Moscoso joined thousands of Panamanian 


citizens in front of the old commission headquarters to mark the moment in which the canal became Panama’s 
possession. President Moscoso shouted, “The canal is ours!” as Panamanian citizens cheered. Then Moscoso raised the 
flag of Panama and announced, “I tell the men, women and children of my country that there will be no more fences, no 
more signs blocking our entrance. This territory is ours again.” One Panamanian in the crowd witnessing the transfer, a 
seventeen-year-old student, captured the feelings of many as he waved a Panamanian flag and announced, “This is the 
culmination of a pending account. This is the achievement of complete sovereignty.” 
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On the stage among the dignitaries during the ceremony that day was a man, Cecil Haynes, who had worked on the canal 
as an “office boy” for seventy-one years and whose father had arrived from Barbados in 1904 to help build the canal. 
Haynes was born in 1913 as the final touches were being put on the huge construction effort. In 1928 he had begun 
working for the canal commission. Eighty-six years old now, Haynes explained, “My father and others instilled in me that | 
should respect their efforts in the construction of the canal. It was built mostly with the blood, sweat, and tears of 
blacks.”Although he would be standing among the VIPs during the transfer ceremony, Haynes declared, he was doing so 
as a living representative of the true VIPs, what he called the “Very Invisible People,” those like his father and thousands 
of other West Indians who built the canal. “I am representing the forgotten workers. They say I’m famous. Famous for 
what? Did | go to the moon? No. This is for the men who built the canal, who did something international, with loss of 
life.” Haynes described decades of living and working in the Zone among the Americans: “We had to work for them and 
keep them in the station they were accustomed to. We lived in the zone, too, but we were there to help them on the job 
and off the job. We were not equals.” Thus Haynes had his own reasons for celebrating as the Panamanian flag was raised 
and the canal was officially transferred to Panama: “| am glad we Panamanians now have the canal, and we will run it as 
well or better than the Americans did.” 
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“The American Century ended today,” a journalist wrote, and perhaps for that very reason no ambitious U.S. politician 
cared to be present at the event. President Clinton stayed away, as did every significant member of his administration; 
the ranking U.S. official attending the ceremony was the secretary of the Army. One U.S. citizen who bothered to attend 
was Howard Phillips of the Conservative Caucus. He flew in to lobby for the reestablishment of U.S. military bases in 
Panama, offering that in return the United States might help clean up some of the estimated 110,000 pieces of 
unexploded munitions it had left littering Panama’s landscape. He demanded also that Panama cancel its port 
management contract with a Hong Kong-based company, arguing that its role would allow China to threaten the canal’s 
security. This had been a common refrain in the United States in the weeks leading up to the official transfer (“Asia Moves 
In On the Big Ditch,” one newspaper headline proclaimed). Another presidential campaign was under way in the United 
States, and the “loss” of the Panama Canal was very much on the minds of conservative activists. One of the rising 
Republican stars was the son of the president who had invaded Panama in 1989. Just days after the canal was transferred 
to Panama, the presidential candidate George W. Bush declared during a debate that he would “liberate the Panama 
Canal if | have to” in order to protect U.S. interests. If the American Century was over, no one had yet told candidate 
Bush. 
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A FEW YEARS after the canal’s transfer, when | was in the early stages of researching this book, an alumni association 
invited me to serve as lecturer on a cruise through the Panama Canal. | jumped at the opportunity to embark upon this 
“sweet gig,” as a friend of mine put it. Along the way | learned some unexpected lessons about the canal and its place in 
American historical memory. My mother, Helen Greene—yes, the same Nebraska woman who had visited the White 
House in 1978—agreed to go with me. 

Preparing my lecture as the ship made its way through the Pacific Ocean, heading toward the canal, | wondered if the 
audience would care to hear anything other than stories about Theodore Roosevelt, engineering challenges, conquest 
over nature, and the battle against the mosquito. Finally, | decided my talk should reflect the most interesting aspects of 
my research, and so | focused not on Roosevelt but on the international workforce that built the canal, particularly the 
West Indians. | covered topics like segregation, the silver and gold system, and the disadvantages West Indians 
faced—the housing without screens, the long hours of work standing in water. Audience members seemed engaged by 


my lecture—indeed, they appeared hungry to learn about the complexities of the construction project even if it meant 
disrupting their own Rooseveltian notions of the era. The questions audience members asked confirmed that they were 
more than ready to embrace the history of the canal in all its tragedy and unromantic difficulty. Two specific reactions 
from audience members, however, suggested to me the dual legacies of the canal construction. 


The first came just after my lecture ended. | had answered many questions from the audience and decided somewhat 
impulsively to introduce my mother to the group. | told the crowd briefly about her 1978 visit to meet with President 
Carter, and then she stood up and waved to everyone. The audience seemed enchanted to have someone there who had 
played a part, however small, in the canal’s historic transfer back to Panama. And Mom, flushed with the attention, was 
enjoying the moment. Someone shouted out a question to her: “What did you think about giving the canal back to 
Panama? Did you approve?” Nearly eighty years old now, Helen Greene still possessed the articulate charm of a young 
woman. She stood up straight and addressed the crowd: “No, | didn’t approve. | didn’t think it was right back then, and | 
still don’t now. It was our canal and we should have kept it.” The crowd responded to Helen’s answer with terrific 
applause—one could imagine how Ronald Reagan felt when he unexpectedly tapped into a similar current of popular 
sentiment. | interjected some comments about what it meant to Panamanians to gain possession of the canal, how it 
symbolized independence, honor, and national identity to them, but my audience by now was energetically discussing all 
the reasons why returning it had been a betrayal of America’s responsibilities in the world. | was an alien in someone 
else’s conversation. Audience members eagerly shared with one another their sense of disappointment and frustration, 
and as they talked, one could discern palpable anger floating through that cruise ship auditorium. Americans no longer 
owned the canal, and a period of idealism and innocence in U.S. foreign policy had prematurely and unnecessarily ended. 
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| ruminated over this turn of events the rest of that day while wandering through the cruise ship, which itself was a 
glorious spectacle of twenty-first-century decadence. | admired the display of food at the twenty-four-hour buffet, 
watched gamblers in the casino, and sat by the pool while couples around me chatted and sipped margaritas. Harry 
Franck, who had worked as a Zone policeman during the construction years, came to my mind. As he was leaving the 
isthmus, Franck had imagined the future: “Then blasé travelers lolling in their deck chairs will gaze about them and snort: 
‘Huh! Is that all we got for nine years’ work and half a billion dollars?’” As the vegetation grew, he figured, the “scars of 
the steam-shovel” would be healed, and ships would slip along through “what will seem almost a natural channel.” 
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Franck’s description of tourists in deck chairs was spot-on, but he underestimated the value people would place on the 
canal and the connections they would sense between it and their own identity as a people and as a nation. 


The next day we woke up early. It was time to traverse the canal. Passengers, nearly nine hundred of them, hustled to the 
buffet for eggs, waffles, bacon, and blueberry blintzes. Filipino crew members maneuvered around the throngs of 
passengers, working to refill the buffet, stacking trays high with more papaya and pineapple. | grabbed a bit of breakfast, 
then raced up on deck as the ship crossed beneath the Bridge of the Americas and into the canal. It was a long but 
exhilarating day, watching the canal go by, gasping as the ship squeezed through the locks, entered Culebra Cut, and 
floated by Gold Hill, chatting with other passengers and answering their questions about the construction history. That 
evening we were exhausted after nearly eight hours of sightseeing. As the ship passed out of the final lock and into the 
Atlantic Ocean, and as darkness fell, | joined other passengers in the ship’s restaurant, where European waiters served us 
an impeccable five-course meal. 


Then some passengers brought a final legacy of the canal’s construction to my attention. On board the Crystal Harmony 
there happened to be a large number of African American college alumni, many of them from Howard University. Several 
had heard my lecture, and | had gotten to know them. One, a New York businessman named Paul Ramsey, had seemed 
especially interested in the history of the construction and the role played by West Indians. He now approached my table 
and said, “Professor Greene, | want to tell you that the silver and gold system is still alive and well—and on this very 
ship!” | must have given him a curious look, because he continued, gesturing as he did so at the chic European waiter 
placing a plate of salmon on the table. He leaned over, speaking in a low voice, “Look around you! The dining staff is all 
European while the workers tending the buffet and cleaning our toilets are all Filipinos.” 
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Ramsey had done his homework. He had learned that the two groups received different contracts, with different working 


and living conditions, different amounts of leisure time, and different pay rates. He discovered that the Crystal Harmony, 
like most other cruise ships, was registered in small countries (like Panama) so its officers need not observe U.S. labor 


laws. He had talked with workers and learned how the two groups lived while on board the ship. He chatted with Filipinos 
who had not seen their children since their two-year job contract began and who worked twelve to sixteen hours a day, 
seven days a week. They described their lives in the cramped and windowless quarters on the lower decks, where 
passengers were forbidden. Ramsey met with European waiters and learned how much more tip money they earned than 
did Filipinos who cleaned staterooms or washed dishes. He also observed, and it turned out that this particularly 
frustrated Ramsey and many other passengers traveling with the Howard University Alumni Association, that there was 
not a single person of African descent working on the ship. Ramsey and his friends ultimately demanded a meeting with 
the cruise ship’s hotel director to complain about this. As our ship continued on beyond the Panama Canal to visit several 
Caribbean islands, with populations predominantly of African origin, they believed it unacceptable that no black men or 
women were employed by the Crystal Harmony’s parent corporation. When they met with the hotel director, he seemed 
to empathize wholeheartedly with their concern. “We try to hire African people, we really do,” he confessed, “but when 
we recruit our laborers in Europe, we just don’t find any Africans able to do the job.” 


During the remaining days of the cruise, | talked more with Paul Ramsey and other alumni about the labor system on the 
cruise ship and how workers’ lives today compare with those of one hundred years ago. We talked about the vast 
distances Filipinos had traveled in order to work on the cruise ship, and about the difference their pay would make to the 
lives of family members waiting at home. We compared them to the workers who had built the Panama Canal and 
wondered if, like West Indians nearly a century earlier, the Filipino maids and cooks found ways to resist workplace 
discipline. Over coffee we discussed the nature of the twenty-first-century world, when thousands of workers migrate 
from India or Indonesia to labor on cruise ships, and Mexicans and Central Americans travel to the United States for 
work—even as U.S. corporations outsource many jobs to other countries in search of cheaper labor. Across history people 
have moved around the world to improve their lives and seek better jobs. How and when did segregation prove an 
important means of control? When did governments’ powers of deportation emerge as decisive? As we sought answers 
to such questions, our talks ranged widely from present-day conditions to hundreds of years ago, from Mexican workers 
fearing deportation in the twenty-first-century United States, to Japanese and Portuguese laborers working on 
nineteenth-century Hawaiian plantations. 


In 1912, John Hall had praised the international working class on the Isthmus of Panama in his poem “The Canal Builders”: 


They’re the brawn of every nation! 
Nature’s best from every station: : : ; 
For Empire they toil, 
In an alien soil. 


Unto the end their work will stand. 
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The labor Hall celebrated turned out to be invisible to many people, just as the efforts of workers today—on cruise ships, 
in private households, in retail stores—so often go unnoticed. Much has changed, of course, when we compare the 
Crystal Harmony with the canal that made its journey possible. While the canal workers toiled for empire, their labor also 
helped create the infrastructure for a global economy—and in the decades since then, the processes of globalization have 
transformed the world. Yet when we see today how race, ethnicity, gender, and class shape the international division of 
labor, we might think back to the construction of the Panama Canal and the ways it contributed to many present 
conditions. Strategies devised during the canal construction project have reached across the decades to the current day. 
We can see them in the increasing importance of transnational migrant labor and the rapid flow of capital around the 
globe, in the persistent notion that citizens deserve certain rights that are denied to aliens, and in the sentimental and 
idealistic ways Americans sometimes approach the exercise of U.S. power around the world. In a poem Bertolt Brecht had 
once queried, “Every ten years a great man / Who pays the piper?”Approaching the history and future of America’s 
relationship to the world with Brecht’s question in mind provides new perspectives. Who are the people toiling and 
digging today in the ditches of U.S. power abroad? They surely have stories to tell. 
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APPENDIX 
TOTAL POPULATION DISTRIBUTED BY PLACE OF BIRTH, SEX, AND 
PERIOD OF FIRST RESIDENCE IN CANAL ZONE 


Source: Census of the Canal Zone, February 1, 1912 (Mount Hope, CZ: ICC Press, 1912), pp. 29-31. 
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